
Sensational criminal trials and 
celebrities’ legal troubles often make 
headlines and sometimes even be-
come the subject of  movies, but those 
sorts of  high-profile cases do not 
represent the work most lawyers do. 
Lawyers help people in many dif-
ferent ways. Not all of  them involve 
filing a lawsuit.

If  you buy or sell real estate, you will 
probably meet with a lawyer to go 
over and sign the documents. If  you 
want to start a business, a lawyer 
can help with the paperwork so that 
you begin on the proper legal foot-
ing. Perhaps you already have a busi-
ness, but need to enter into a lease or 
contract. Hiring a lawyer to review 
the documents before you sign them 
can save you a headache later.

Having a lawyer prepare your will 
ensures that after your death your 
property is distributed as you wish. 
And you may need a lawyer to draft a 
power of  attorney so you can handle 
the affairs of  an elderly parent. 

Overwhelming medical bills or loss 
of  employment that make it impos-
sible to pay your debts may force you 
to file for bankruptcy. A lawyer will 
create an accurate listing of  your 
debts so that you know what prop-
erty you will be able to keep after 
bankruptcy. Your lawyer will prepare 
the paperwork and appear with you 
in court for your hearing before the 
bankruptcy judge. 

If  you are hurt on the job or someone 
injures you in a car wreck, a lawyer 
can represent you to see that you  
receive the compensation you are 
owed for medical bills, lost wages, 
property damage and other harm 
caused by your injuries.

With so many different kinds of  
legal work, how do you find a law-
yer whose practice covers what you 
need? A good place to start is with 
people you know. 

You may know lawyers in your  
community. Even if  one of  them 
doesn’t do the type of  legal work  
you need, he or she can probably  
give you the name of  another lawyer 
who does. 

Friends or family members may be 
able to recommend a lawyer they 
used. You may also want to ask your 
local bar association if  it has a law-
yer referral service that can help you 
find an attorney with the right legal 

experience for your situation.
Many lawyers have websites that 
describe the type of  legal work they 
do and give other information about 
the lawyers who practice there.

Lawyers who file suit on your behalf  
for an accident or injury caused by 
another person usually work on a 
contingency fee. Their fee will be 
a percentage of  any amount you 
recover. If  you collect nothing, your 
lawyer does not receive a fee from 
you, but you may be responsible for 
certain costs paid by you or on your 
behalf, such as court filing fees.

Lawyers usually bill for such other 
legal work as bankruptcies, wills, 
contracts and divorces using a flat 
fee or an hourly rate for the time 
spent on your case. Regardless of  
whether the attorney charges a con-
tingency fee, a flat fee or an hourly 
rate, you have a right to know in 
advance how you will be charged and 
to have that agreement in writing.

Lawyers help with many, varied legal needs
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The Federal Trade Commission gets 
more complaints about debt collec-
tors than about any other industry. 
Though many debt collectors comply 
with consumer protection laws, some 
harass consumers, demand more 
money than the law allows, refuse 
to verify disputed debts and disclose 
consumers’ debts to their employer, 
coworkers, family and friends. 

This causes additional harm to those 
already struggling to pay their bills.

The Fair Debt Collection Practices 
Act protects consumers from un-
scrupulous debt collectors. The law 
applies to credit cards, car loans, 
medical bills, student loans and 
mortgages. It does not cover debts 
that businesses owe.

Debt collectors are allowed to call 
you or send letters, emails or text 
messages. They cannot call before 
8 a.m. or after 9 p.m. without your 
permission. You also have the right 
to stop these communications by 

mailing the debt collector written 
notice that you no longer want them 
to contact you.

A debt collector can contact people 
who know you to find out your ad-
dress, phone number or where you 
work. But they cannot discuss your 
debt with anyone other than you or 
your spouse. If  you have an attorney, 
the debt collector has to contact you 
through your attorney.

Debt collectors must give you  
written notice within five days  
of  contacting you to tell you how 
much money you owe, who you owe 
it to and what to do if  you think you 
don’t owe the debt. 

You can send a letter to the debt  
collector within 30 days of  the writ-
ten notice asking for a copy of  the 
bill or other written verification of  
the debt. The debt collector cannot  
take any further steps to collect 
money from you until you receive 
this verification.

It is illegal for debt collectors to use 
abusive, unfair or deceptive practic-
es when contacting you about a debt. 
They are not allowed to threaten you 
with harm, use profane language or 
annoy you with repeated phone calls.
Debt collectors also cannot lie about 
the amount you owe, pretend to be an 
attorney or government representa-
tive, or claim that you’ll be arrested 
or face legal action if  that isn’t true.

Other prohibited practices include:

  trying to collect interest, fees or 
other charges on top of  what  
you already owe or what state 
law allows;

  depositing a postdated check 
early; and

  taking or threatening to take 
your property if  that is illegal 
where you live.

You can report problems with a debt 
collector to your state attorney gen-
eral’s office at naag.org or the FTC at 
ftccomplaintassistant.gov. 

Know your rights before a debt collector calls 
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Online video conferencing offers a 
convenient and effective way to meet 
with others and attend conferences 
and workshops when gathering in 
person is not safe or possible. 

But video conferencing is not with-
out risks to your privacy and the se-
curity of  your personal information. 

The Federal Trade Commission  
suggests these precautions when 
video conferencing:

•	 	When	you	join	a	meeting,	check	
to see if  your video camera and 
microphone are on. You may be 
able to mute your microphone or 
turn off  the computer’s camera.

•	 	 To	see	if 	the	conference	is	being	
recorded, look for a bright red 

circle or the word “recording”  
on your meeting screen.

•	 	 Assume	anything	you	say	or	do		
can be recorded by someone else 
in the meeting and shared with 
someone not in attendance.

•	 	 Before	sharing	your	screen	 
during the meeting, close or hide 

any open documents or other 
things on your screen that you 
don’t want others to see.

•	 	 Don’t	open	unexpected	video	
conference invitations or click 
on links in them because they 
may contain viruses or install 
malware on your computer.

•	 	 Update	your	video	conferencing	
software so you have the latest 
security fixes.

•	 	 If 	you	are	the	meeting	host,	pre-
vent uninvited participants by 
requiring a password or provid-
ing unique ID numbers for each 
meeting or for each participant.

•	 	 Don’t	share	meeting	links.

No video conferencing service can 
guarantee complete security of   
your information. 

Whether it is a pandemic or a  
natural calamity such as a hur-
ricane, flooding, earthquake or 
wildfire that causes great damage, 
disasters are traumatic, stressful 
events that require our full attention. 
This may mean caring for the ill or 
injured, securing safe shelter, find-
ing food, clearing debris, repairing 
damaged property, and addressing 
financial concerns.

At the same time, there are losses 
to grieve, and those affected may be 
anxious about how to rebuild and 
what the future holds. Even familiar 
routines are disrupted. 

Almost everyone experiences some 
immediate mental or emotional dis-
tress after a disaster. For most, this 
improves with rest and self-care.

But over time, the constant stress of  
dealing with a disaster can have a 
delayed effect on our mental health. 
It can lead to feelings of  anxiety, 
sadness or depression; difficulty 
sleeping or concentrating; physical 

exhaustion; and increased use of  
alcohol, tobacco or other drugs. 
Planning for self-care can help you 
avoid the worst effects of  stress. 

To support mental wellness after 
a disaster, the Centers for Disease 
Control and Prevention suggests 
that you take care of  your body. Eat a 
healthy diet, make time for exercise 
and get plenty of  sleep. Avoid alco-
hol, tobacco and other drugs.

It also suggests that you connect 
with others. Talk with a trusted 
friend or family member about your 
concerns and 
feelings. Main-
tain healthy re-
lationships and 
build a strong 
support system.

Take breaks. 
Make time  
to unwind 
and engage in 
activities you 
enjoy. Take deep 

breaths, stretch or meditate when 
you’re feeling down or anxious. 

The CDC also recommends that you 
stay informed. Watch, listen to or 
read news for updates from officials, 
but remember that social media can 
be a source of  rumors during a cri-
sis. The CDC also cautions against 
too much exposure to news. 

Seek help when needed. Speak to a 
doctor or counselor or contact the 
Substance Abuse and Mental Health 
Services Administration helpline  
at 1-800-985-5990.

Self-care is important to your health after a disaster

Protect your privacy while video conferencing
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Could your illness be pneumonia?
Pneumonia is a lung infection that 
annually affects more than 250,000 
people in the United States se-
verely enough for them to go to the 
hospital. It can be caused by germs 
or by a virus. Symptoms can be 
mild or severe and include a cough 
that produces green or yellow 
mucus, shortness of  breath, chills 
and fever, fatigue, and sharp chest 
pains that become worse when 
coughing or breathing deeply.

Not everyone with pneumonia 
experiences all of  these symp-
toms. Most healthy people recover 
in one to three weeks. Pneumonia 
can be so mild in some people that 
it is called walking pneumonia 
because the individual is able to 
continue with usual daily activi-
ties, even though feeling sick.

The symptoms of  pneumonia are 
very similar to those of  a cold 
or the flu. Newborns and infants 
under 2 may also vomit, and older 
adults can experience confusion. 
To diagnose pneumonia, the doc-
tor will need to conduct a physical 

exam and perhaps order a chest 
X-ray and blood tests.

The American Lung Association 
recommends seeing a doctor im-
mediately if  you have difficulty 
breathing, develop a bluish color 
in your lips and fingertips, or  
have chest pain, a high fever or a 
cough with mucus that is severe  
or getting worse.

To reduce your chances of  getting 
pneumonia and similar respira-
tory infections, wash your hands 
regularly and disinfect frequently 
touched surfaces. Because flu can 
lead to pneumonia, getting an 
annual flu shot can also help. If  
you are at high risk, your doctor 
may also recommend a vaccine for 
pneumococcal pneumonia.© iStock Photo/Tom Merton
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