
T H R E E

BLIND
MICE

HOW TODAY’S FINANCIAL  

PLANNING PROCESS LEADS  

YOUR MONEY TO A MOUSETRAP

SCOTT  S .  M CLEAN

8401 ThreeBlindMice_FIN.indd   3 2/4/20   3:12 PM



It was my first bike, a 10-speed Flandria155 I bought for $120. It was 
the best, at least for me. All my friends had fancy Schwinns, but my 

pocket wasn’t that deep, and I had to pay for it myself. I went to the 
bank of DAD, so I could buy the bike, and he agreed to loan me $70. As 
we sat together at the kitchen table, he drew up an agreement showing 
the amount of each payment and when it was due. I was so excited be-
cause I knew I could mow one lawn a week and pay back the loan. So I 
signed the 10 percent interest loan, which was payable at $10 per week. 
Although my dad trusted me, he said the piece of paper was a reminder 
of what we agreed on; just in case either of us forgot, we could review 
the agreement. As Dad went over the terms of our agreement, I couldn’t 
help but watch the clock. It was 5:45 p.m., and the bike shop closed in 
15 minutes. It would have been traumatic for a child to be sitting in a 
parking lot holding a contract and no bike. Even though it was 50 years 
ago, that little lesson taught me so much. 

CHAPTER 11

TRAP #11:
Let’s Get Together Your Team  

And Concerns 
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At age 10 this was my first time dealing with a legal document. The 
best part—it was simple, clear cut, and without any room for misunder-
standings. Dad was fair, tough, and always looked for teachable moments 
for me to grow. 

Now, looking back, it’s been a tremendous tool that I’ve tried to use all 
my life. A contract, like money, can be a clear and useful tool, or it can 
be a divider of families and friends. Money and misunderstandings can 
lead to turmoil. 

Potentially overlooking some terms of a $70 bike contract is one thing, 
but when it comes to your estate, it’s a much bigger deal. Families have 
been destroyed over it. So whether you have a small or large estate, it’s 
important to have a clear plan in place. At some point in your life, you 
will become disabled, incapacitated, or pass away. Sorry for the gloom 
and doom, but estate planning is a large part of financial planning, and 
you don’t want family rifts because your wishes weren’t in writing and 
clearly defined. You know the old saying, “Where there’s a will, there’s 
family.” Money separates the wheat from the chaff. 

An attorney is a crucial part of your planning, because Mr. Chaos will 
arrive, and at the worst possible time. This is why advisors should read 
the legal documents and ask about your situation yearly. Why? Because 
life happens! The good, the bad, and the truly awful. One day you’re on 
the golf course lining up your first eagle putt, and the next day you’re in 
the hospital with no memory of whether you made it or not, and hours 
later you’re seeing my mom and dad at the pearly gates. You’ll love them, 
I promise. Sure, at that point, not much matters down here on earth, but 
it does matter to those still here.

Perhaps you’re getting older and your lights are starting to dim. Or 
maybe they’re on but no one’s home. In other words, Alzheimer’s, de-
mentia, or stoke. Who is your advocate? There needs to be a proper legal 
document in place. 

Do you have a backup plan? Who can help you during this chaotic 
time? Many types of legal documents, policies, and strategies can be used, 
but there are three documents at a minimum you must be familiar with. 
The power of attorney (POA) for financial and health-care matters, a will, 
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and a living will. Should a good advisor have the most current copies of 
these three documents on file? YES! It reveals who the advisor can speak 
to in a time of need. Like the HIPPA privacy act for insurance policies, 
these documents are essential. Otherwise, your advisor may not even be 
allowed to speak with your children or heirs.

The reason my firm works with lawyers, accountants, and other ad-
visors is simple. Everyone has their specialized niche. Everyone isn’t in a 
cookie-cutter situation. So, make sure when you’re drawing up the legal 
documents that you make your dreams, desires, and concerns clear. An 
advisor not knowing about the family dynamics can cause real unfore-
seen dilemmas that could have been avoided.

I’ve noticed that most families have legal documents such as power of 
attorney for financial and health-care matters, a will, and a living will but 
they never reviewed them to make sure their intentions or beneficiaries 
are still the same.156 They’re all essential, especially when you’re older. I 
can’t tell you how many families I’ve met with, whether rich or poor, who 
do not have the proper documents.

When Dad was passing away, my sister Sandy wanted to feed him to 
make him more comfortable as the inevitable was looming. Unbeknownst 
to me, she called the nurse in to feed him through a tube. Thank goodness 
I understood that her heart took over, not her head. We both knew Dad 
didn’t want any heroics, just water and oxygen. As the nurse arrived, I sim-
ply handed her Dad’s living will, and all was halted. This could have been 
an awful argument, but it was easily avoided. Frankly, the few drops of ink 
and the piece of paper kept our brittle emotions intact and avoided a battle 
neither of us wanted. I can assure you it wasn’t over money. It was about 
Dad’s written wishes. After Dad passed away, Mom and I went to the bank, 
and as I promised her, I would help with the bills, oversee the accounts, 
and keep it up to date. The banker prepared the paperwork and then asked 
me to sign. Voila! Another magician showed up to cause more problems. I 
told the banker I would not sign the paperwork. Mom looked at me with a 
deep concern, as I asked the banker to make the account a single account, 
not joint. I asked to be power of attorney on her account and not the joint 
owner. You see, Mom was getting older, and her driving was just OK, so if 

8401 ThreeBlindMice_FIN.indd   207 2/4/20   3:12 PM



208   THREE BLIND MICE

she caused an accident, I could be named in a lawsuit, and that would put 
my assets in jeopardy and vice versa for her. I see this problem in a majority 
of families I speak with and it’s a recipe for disaster. With Mom opening an 
individual account but adding me as the POA,157 this disastrous situation is 
eliminated. I can handle all of Mom’s banking needs without the liability! 
This is one of many ways I help clients by working closely with all financial 
matters. If there is a death in the family, we can help guide them to make 
smart, informed decisions when emotions would otherwise take over. Ev-
eryone sleeps better at night because we’ve eliminated the trees where the 
vultures like to perch salivating to take advantage.

In recent surveys, it’s been found that only 4 out of 10 people have a 
will or living trust. The top two reasons for not having either one is that 
they haven’t gotten around to it (47 percent) or they didn’t have enough 
assets to leave to anyone (29 percent).158 These are crucial documents that 
everyone over 18 should have.

If advisors are responsible for the assets, wouldn’t it make sense that 
they should have the supporting documents for review and clarity? Make 
sure your legal documents are up to date, signed, and there are no changes  
needed on them. Visit our website for more details on how to improve 
your estate no matter how big or small it may be.

I started the McLean Tax Advisory Group in 2008 for the sole pur-
pose of doing taxes for clients. You see, tax returns reveal a ton of vital 
information that can assist your advisor in making financial decisions. 
Heck, they are like a good EKG or MRI to a doctor. They give advisors 
the heads-up on the best ways to take withdrawals. Should you convert 
your IRA to a Roth or contribute to a Roth IRA? In other words, the tax 
return is a historical storybook, which acts as a guide on how to prepare, 
reduce, or eliminate future taxes. 

Bruce and Alyssa were brand-new clients—both age 70 ½—who came 
into my office to pick up their tax return. Thankfully, they liked my 
educational workshops where I teach many subjects, and this was one 
that they really needed—required minimum distributions, or RMDs. 
Since they both had birthdays a day apart, it required them to take their 
required minimum distributions.159 Because that amount was so high, 
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it triggered their Social Security to be taxed at the highest bracket—85 
percent. Ouch! Had they been clients previously, I would have seen the 
pending RMDs and could have easily made adjustments to sharply re-
duce the taxes. Instead, they received a much smaller tax refund, but at 
least they know why. Not understanding how taxes work can really upset 
people, especially if they owe a ton of money and aren’t aware of how it 
happened.

Now imagine you’re married for 45 or more years, and your spouse 
does all the finances, taxes, and pays the bills. Suddenly their lights go 
dim, and you’re left with making financial decisions. What a nightmare! 
It can be overwhelming, but it’s an easy transition for our clients, as we 
know their history, and that means we can continue putting them on the 
best financial path. Decisions can be made more easily with all the facts 
at hand when your financial advisor seeks information from past history.

In the event a spouse passes away, the surviving spouse is now in the 
highest tax bracket: filing Single. Thus, one of the reasons I started the tax 
firm is to be the financial light in times of darkness and hopefully head 
off or alert our clients of potential problems.

REAL-LIFE SCENARIOS  
LEGAL AND FINANCIAL

Wow, time flies. It seems like just yesterday, with anticipation and excite-
ment, my daughter Meredith turned 16 years old—the dreaded driving 
age. I constantly heard, “Dad, can I drive? Let’s go somewhere. I know 
Mom needs something at the store; let’s go right now.” This is what I call 
the 16-year-old pre–heart attack. You’re excited for them because you 
know that thrill of getting behind the wheel for the first time, but it’s also 
stressful. Teenagers and steering wheels don’t always mix well. Potential 
heart attacks aside, we took off at dusk for the store. At one major inter-
section, she caught a red light, so she was anxiously waiting for the check-
ered flag to drop. As we were talking, the light turned green as I shouted, 
“Don’t go—stop! Keep your foot on the brake!” Then we heard the sound 
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of horns blasting and one finger waving, as if we were in New York City 
rush-hour traffic. I told her to ignore everything except my words. Thank 
goodness she listened to me, as a car barreled through the intersection at 
top speed. That would have hurt. Jokingly, I said to her, “It was my side, 
honey.” What a great teachable moment. 

1. Look both ways while crossing an intersection, whether the 
light is red or green. 

2. Don’t let distractions cause you to take your eyes off the 
road—not the phone, texts, or radio (boyfriends came later).

3. Driving too fast could cost someone their life.
4. Focus on the main thing—safety—then worry about 

driving.
5. When others are impatient, don’t be pressured, especially if 

it means putting your life in jeopardy.

Where did those wise insights come from? Forty-four years of driving 
experience, which included learning from others, as well as Mom and 
Dad, and let’s not forget Drivers Ed in high school. Okay, it also included 
a few prior accidents and tickets, but all experience counts, whether good 
or bad.

Like getting in a car accident, financial mistakes can be fatal, so I hope 
this section will help you take action and correct any wrongs, especially 
if you’re working with three blind mice. Isn’t this what you want in your 
advisor when it comes to your finances?

When I meet people for the first time, or meet for annual reviews, I 
ask a plethora of questions to make sure nothing has changed. I make it 
clear to clients the psychology behind my questions. I feel it’s my fidu-
ciary responsibility to ferret out previous, current, and potential future 
financial challenges in order to prevent a fatal financial crash. All too 
often, clients get impatient waiting for the financial light to turn green 
without considering what may happen if a car is coming the other way. 
Sound financial advice isn’t just drawing from what’s happened in the 
past. It also comes from what may happen in the future. Decades of 
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experience can prevent these disasters, assuming you’re not working with 
three blind mice.

Scenarios 

Margaret, an 84-year-old widow, came to my office with her daughter, 
who had attended one of my Social Security workshops. Margaret wanted  
to know if she could increase her Social Security income from the current 
monthly $454 check she was collecting. After speaking with her for a 
while, I found there were many holes in her plan.

Did you know there are 567 different ways of collecting Social Secu-
rity and if you picked the second-best option, it could cost as much as 
$100,000 or more in lifetime benefits? How anyone can make the right 
decision without the sophisticated software today is beyond me. I found 
out her husband was in the Army during WWII, stationed stateside and 
not in conflict. There was no power of attorney or living will. When 
I read her will, I noticed it was a copy and not the original. She had 
$40,000 in a CD and $20,000 in savings and checking.

I found out she was entitled to more money from Social Security. 
Then I explained she needed to update all her legal documents. Most 
courts desire original legal documents, not copies, and not marked or 
written on, as it may be voided. If Margaret became incapacitated, she 
did not have a power of attorney. Thus, nobody could help her with 
health care or financial matters. As HIPAA says, everyone over the age 
of 18 should have a POA. New legal documents are needed and pro-
vide beneficiaries on all investments and bank accounts to avoid probate. 
Make sure all legal documents are not marked on at all. Sometimes, I see 
parents making corrections when the daughters get married. NO! The 
courts want original legal documents. 

Margaret was also unaware of her husband’s free long-term-care cover-
age she was entitled to through the VA. I can’t tell you how many spouses 
are not aware of this much-needed VA benefit and the fantastic medical 
facilities available to them. Margaret could have received approximately 
$1,100 per month and she was eligible to go to a VA facility for free.
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In New Jersey, there are three great facilities I recommend my clients 
to visit to understand all the benefits. Why spend $3,000 to $9,000 a 
month if you’re entitled to free VA160 benefits? She was unaware of this 
amazing benefit, and no one told her until I met her. This one discovery 
was a real benefit for all.

Consider this scenario, too. Tim is 64 years old, divorced with no 
children. After nine years he got married to Barbara, who is 60 years 
old and also with no children. I met them after a financial educational 
seminar for a complimentary review. They were a lovely couple. Tim 
was looking for an advisor. Barbara mentioned a desire to keep her 
financial advisor, whom she had for over 14 years. I wished them the 
best and to please call if they needed help. Three years after our origi-
nal meeting, Barbara came to the office and shared with me that Tim 
passed away from a massive heart attack. She wanted to know what to 
do, as I looked at her with a puzzled look. Didn’t she already have an 
advisor? She went on to tell me that Tim’s ex-wife received $245,000, of 
which $200,000 was from his life insurance policy and $45,000 from 
his three IRAs and one bank account. His children received $25,000 
each, which left her with $5,000 in the joint savings account. Barbara 
mentioned she just cashed in her only asset—a $100,000 IRA. I asked 
why, over the 14 years of being with her financial advisor, hadn’t he ever 
asked about the beneficiary arrangement. I wasn’t surprised to hear her 
say that her advisor never asked because he assumed she had a will. She 
mentioned to me she felt uncomfortable talking about money since 
they were newly married and she didn’t want Tim to feel like she was 
after his money. 

Since Tim’s will was never updated after their marriage, Tim’s house 
was part of his estate and the will directed where the assets would go. Per-
haps his ex-wife would receive them. When I asked her why she cashed 
in her entire IRA, she said she needed the money to live on so she called 
her advisor a few months after Tim’s death and asked for the money. He 
sent it at once. No questions asked. 

Good and bad news. The good news is she can collect the spousal 
Social Security benefit since it was higher than hers. The bad news was, 
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because she took the $100,000 as a lump sum from her IRA and she was 
now at a single taxpayer rate, she would be taxed at the highest rate. I ad-
vised her to put it back into an IRA before the 60-day rollover period was 
over and only withdraw money as needed. She seemed concerned, as her 
advisors said she could have it. True, but that’s not the full story, as the 
potential for a tax complication is always there and needs to be reviewed 
often. Remember, asking uncomfortable questions now may make you 
comfortable later, especially when you need it most.

Tonya, 26, passed away in a tragic car accident, with her 8-year-old 
daughter surviving the accident. Tonya did not have a will, power of 
attorney, living will, or any life insurance. Have you asked your adult 
children whether their legal documents and insurance policies are up to 
date? Remember the three critical legal documents: power of attorney for 
financial and health-care matters, will, and living will. You may end up 
raising your children’s children or someone else’s, as we did, though she 
is a real blessing to us. Remember the story of training my daughter to 
drive? We can learn from anyone’s mistakes. The travesty comes from not 
learning from mistakes and repeating them. Did your advisor and lawyer 
ask detailed questions about your children and grandchildren such as 
their current health and other things that could affect your overall finan-
cial situation? Make sure they are aware. Three blind mice don’t have the 
incentive to ask. Are they selling or serving you?

THREE BLIND MICE, ASLEEP

John is 69, and his wife, Kerri, is 62, with children Sarah, Alex, and Eric. 
Sarah is 37, divorced, and great with children, but terrible with money. 
For every dollar she receives, she spends $2. Alex is a 35-year-old autistic 
man, living with his parents, while 33-year-old Eric is married with five 
children.

As for John’s 401(k), if he dies, his beneficiary is his wife. If Kerri 
dies, her 403(b) goes to John as the primary. Then if John dies, it will be 
equally divided among their three children.
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The IRAs, investments, and bank accounts go to each other, but they 
don’t stipulate any contingent beneficiaries. With total assets, including 
the house, approaching one million dollars, let’s see how this potential 
train wreck can be mitigated.

DETAILS MATTER—vANISHING INHERITANCE 

If the advisor asked more questions and read the will, he or she would 
have immediately known there’s a problem. As you can see, there’s a real 
need for a trust account to control Sarah’s awful spending habits. Perhaps 
a spendthrift provision would be beneficial! It could be set up to provide 
a monthly allowance with annual increases for inflation. For Alex, once 
he receives his inheritance, his Medicaid benefits will cease until all the 
money he receives is spent. Then, once it’s spent down, someone will 
have to reapply to Medicaid.161 Oh joy, that will be fun. If the will was 
written correctly with a special-needs trust provision, none of Alex’s in-
herited assets would be jeopardized. 

Life, health, and wealth change, and questions about who the money 
goes to should be asked yearly, as well as any changes to one’s health.

Fix all the beneficiary and legal wording in the will and all of the ac-
counts individually. Anything going through the will goes through probate.

But wait, there’s more now for John’s 401(k) account. If John’s wife 
were to predecease him, then his 401(k) would go to the children via the 
will because he did not fill out the beneficiary form for any contingent 
beneficiaries. Thus, probate will be involved. The will takes over, and 
since it’s incorrectly based on what John and Kerri’s desires are, the van-
ishing magic act begins. Let’s see. 

Now, before the money is divided among the children as per the will, 
the 401(k) account must be closed and distributed to the estate, which 
would cause a 100 percent taxable situation to the three children. Abra-
cadabra, and the money’s gone. Small oversights can mean your children 
get nothing, not even a thank-you card from the IRS. If John had simply 
put contingent beneficiaries after his wife on his 401(k) form, then the 
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children could roll over the inheritance, and they could have taken small 
amounts over their lifetime to meet the Required Minimum Distribution 
rules.

OK, we bumped off Kerri. Now it’s John’s turn, so let’s consider the 
final scenario. Kerri’s 403(b) benefit will go to John, but since he’s dead, 
it goes to the stated contingent beneficiaries, the children.

It’s quite obvious the financial advisor and lawyer did not speak to one 
another, nor did either ask John or Kerri for detailed information about 
the children and their desires. Finally, John was a Vietnam veteran and 
was in Camp Lejeune for two years. After asking John detailed questions 
about Vietnam and where he was, it was evident he could have several 
health issues pending, as he drank the infected water while in Camp Le-
jeune, and served in Vietnam and the DMZ zone in Korea where Agent 
Orange was sprayed.162 He already was showing symptoms, as I shared 
with both of them. I want them to take action on that front at once. Both 
of them may qualify for long-term care because of his service and perhaps 
a compensation benefit up to $3,300+ a month they were not aware of. 
Not to mention that they could apply to eliminate real estate taxes on 
their house. For more on veterans benefits, visit www.3blindmice.com. 

All vets deserve the benefits they’re entitled to, so I ask many questions 
of our veterans and spouses because it’s a large part of the financial puzzle.

Let’s dive a little deeper. This is an area almost all families and advi-
sors never discuss because it hardly ever happens, but when it does, the 
crows and clowns show up at the funeral with their hand out, leaving 
beneficiaries baffled. And yes, sometimes even fights break out. John and 
Kerri mentioned that if their children Sarah or Eric were to pass away 
before they did, and later John and Kerri died, they wanted to make sure 
the children—not their spouses—got the money. Thus, Sarah’s children 
would get her third and Eric’s children would get his third of the estate—
ensuring that the grandchildren would not be cut out and they would 
not have to change the will if a child did pass away. There’s a simple but 
powerful phrase called “per stirpes,” which can easily be added to the 
beneficiary section, and most people never know to consider. Per stirpes 
is Latin for “roots” or “per branch,” which means to pass the assets to the 
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blood line. In other words, each “branch” of the family receives and equal 
share of an estate.

Warning: If you’re in a similar awkward situation, please seek proper 
advice. Don’t delay. Check your will and make sure your assets go to the 
heirs you intend.

There are so many other scenarios I’ve encountered, but they share 
one thing in common. The solutions can be found by asking questions. 
If someone tries to sell without educating you, that’s suspicious. Ask the 
advisor to call the lawyer to see how the beneficiaries should be set up.

Hopefully the advisor will ask for the legal and tax documents the very 
first time you meet! Kudos to the advisors who do this. 

PORTFOLIO—TAxES AND THE WILL

I met 67-year-old Art from my Will and Trust seminar. I disclosed I  
was not an attorney but just a conduit to gather information to better 
understand his deepest desires. He said he heard me on the radio, as I 
was discussing the New Jersey Estate Inheritance Tax.163 Art was married 
to the love of his life, Cindy, for 38 years before she died of cancer six 
months prior to our meeting. She had two children from her previous 
deceased husband. Art and Cindy married when the children were ages 
four and six at the time. Art practically raised the children. It was Art’s 
goal to pass what he had acquired on to their two children. After asking 
a multitude of questions, I asked to see the will, power of attorney for 
financial and health-care matters, and living will, which were just 10 
months old. After reading the documents, I was floored. I asked Chris, 
an attorney who happened to be in the office, to join me as I asked four 
final questions.

1. Did the attorney know the children were Cindy’s from her 
previous marriage? Answer: Yes.

2. Did the attorney know you wanted to give your two 
children everything? Answer: Yes.
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3. Do you want to make your New Jersey Estate and Federal 
Inheritance Tax as tax-free as possible? Answer: Yes.

4. Would you like to adopt the adult children? Answer: Yes.

I asked this because they were not his children—they would pay at 
the highest state tax bracket. So, based on New Jersey’s estate tax, the 
children would have to pay approximately $330,000, but if he adopted 
them, they would pay nothing, zero, nada, zilch. The will gave everything 
to the two children.

I also pointed out to the lawyer that Cindy was on both his will as 
executor and acting as his power of attorney, but he had no contingents 
on either document. Thus, if he died, Mr. Chaos would arrive. 

Now, as state and federal inheritance taxes change, so must the plan-
ning. If you do your taxes, you must ask the relevant questions and make 
your own changes. If you have any investment advisors, then you must 
make sure all your beneficiary paperwork is the same. If you have one 
advisor, then I hope you’re discussing these matters yearly. 

The Three Blind Mice are alive and well. Wake up and take action.
Visit me at www.3blindmice.com.
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