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Attomey Brett McWhorter Sember wrote three self-help law books tailored to New York State law. AN




f ilid uncontested divorces

I charged $500 to $700 just for the time,” she :

- said. “Every uncontested divorce I did could
have m itself.”

L By I-'REB 0. WILLIAMS INewsBusmessReporter 4 !_;

f a lawyer who represents Iumselfhas a fool for a client, what is a non-lawyer who mpresents himself?

- Probably several hundred dollars ahead.
“&melww our laws are not very accessible to people ... it's so dauntmg to thmknl havlng to gom -

hwlmk, says Brett McWhorter Sember, author of three legal self-help books. “It’s very intimidating.”

Get past the burl walnut veneer, however, andyou'll find that many legal procedums are easy to complete :
the aid of a $100-an-hour professional. s il

ws this because she’s an attorney her-éelf. She't tramed at the Unlverslty at Buffalo and pracnoe?l
n ha ‘. ing divorce cases, before she became an author of legal how-to books. ,

come in with gaping holes that weren't ap-
parent to the pammpants. LEE
“Sometimes things aren’t even mentioned,

. like pension,” O'Reilly said. Some ompleshave

An explosion of legal self-help resources overlooked future pension fs amount-
is making it easier to find the legal informa- ing to tens of thqusandsof swhen draw- -
tion you need. In addition to books pub- ing up a divorce agreement, he said.
lished by Sphinx Publishing, McWhorter's Where divorce is concered, most oouples
publisher, there are a profusion of books with substantial assets realize they can’t go it
and World Wide Web sites devoted to alone before the papers are finalized, he said,
everyday legal problems. In one recent case, the wife worked dur-

Some Internet resources for legal self- ing the first six years of the marriage, putting
help include: the husband through medical school. ‘I’%w

* courts.state.ny.us - Button labeled
*“forms” has downloadable copies of New
Yorklegalforms.

* www.nolo.com - Legal Q&A, order

“When | did

20 years later, he’s making “well into six ﬁg-
ures” in his practice.

Like an investor in a company, the wife
has an ownership claim to her husband’s

books online. _ medical education - but what is it worth?
* www.findlaw.com - Search engine and ncontested “In New York you seek to value that educa-
links page for legal information. i@ tion as an asset,” O'Reilly said. “These are
* www.chow.com - Legal how-to articles divorces | charged questions that are difficult for professionals”
mu(fd with recipes and parentmg information. $500 to $700 much less for laymen
. http://uséo‘de&hmse.gbv—Text of laws | e lagi T misconceptions fueledbytelewmondramaa
of the United States. = contested divorce “People think divorce hastobe a ﬁghtio
Sember’s books — on divorce, forming a | did could have the death, where one person gets taken to
| corporation and landlord rights and respon- done itself.” the cleaner,” Sember said.
Sbﬂntl? ~address some of the most fre- Mc 1 y Even couples who will hire lawyers can
 quently encountered legal problems. They | Brett McWherter | benefit from doing research beforehand, she
sell for $19.95 to $24.95in gmkstores i Sember, Author said. A background in the law and court pro-
“Knowledge is power - that’s the whole of three legai cedures can erase COmmon misconceptions
root of what this is about,” she said. and hone down the list of questions, cutting
But do-it-yourselfers can miss subtle SGHMF books time and mon nt for professional helj
cy spe p p-
points that carry big financial implications, In custody issues, for example, couples
attorneys warn. Buffalo lawyer Patrick C. i
’Rellly has seen hand-crafted agoements See Law Page D?

law Unmformed landlords often act 1llegally

; Continued from Page DI

often fail to realize that the
court’s main goal will be what’s
best for the child, not what one
side: thinks is fair.,
Forming a corporation is anoth-
rocedure that can be accom-
plls%ed routinely without legal
help, at least for most small busi-
nesses, Sember said. For a compa-
ny with five or fewer shareholders,
incorporating is little more than
filing the correct forms; including
a_certificate of incorporation with
the state.
To function as a corporation,
thc company must designate offi-

cers, keep a separate bank-account
from the owner and keep mmutes
of regular board meetings.

In landlord-tenant matters —
another legal arena that many
people enter at some point —
small property owners often make
mistakes through ignorance of
their legal rights and obligations,
Sember said,

- For example, evicting a tenant
can be done legally only under
tightly defined circumstances. Not
only does a clause of the lease
have to be violated, but notice
must be given. And if rent is over-

‘due, the landlord must serve no-

tice for each period a ﬁitymem
was missed, not just the first.

'bers book Landlords. ight

“The laws are very strict about
terminating a tenancy and if they
are not fol , the landlord may
lose the case and be required to
pay the tenant’s damages and at-

omeys fees,” acco to Sem-
ts and

Duties in New York.

That doesn’t mean owners of
one or two properties need to
have Perry Mason on retainer, she
said, but that they must do their
homework before acting.

“Lots of landlords are do-it-
yourselfers,” she said. But when
their actions aren’t legally valid,
“then you do need a lawyer who
will step in and clean the whole
mess up.”



