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Example 13: The Unpaid Catering Job (Revisited)


FAQ SECTION


Frequently Asked Questions

1. Do I need a lawyer?

2. What if the defendant doesn’t show up?

3. What if I don’t have a written contract?

4. Can I sue for emotional distress?

5. What if I can’t afford the filing fee?

6. Can I sue someone who moved out of state?

7. How long does a judgment last?

8. What if the defendant refuses to pay?

9. Can I appeal?

10. What if I lose?

11. Do I need witnesses?

12. What if the defendant lies?

13. Can I settle before court?

14. What if I’m nervous?


Conclusion

FINIS


This book is not the end. It’s the beginning.


RESOURCES AND REFERENCES

About the Author


Victor Waid is a veteran attorney, with over 54 years of experience, and experience in small claims court as a volunteer small claims court judge,. He has dedicated his career to empowering everyday Californians—especially seniors and middle-class advocates—with clear, practical legal guidance. His work blends deep legal expertise with a fierce commitment to accessibility, clarity, and reader trust. This guide reflects his lifelong mission: to demystify the law and help people stand up for themselves.
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The neighbor. The caregiver. The worker. The elder. The one who refuses to be silenced.

This is for you.
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No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form or by any means—electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, or otherwise—without the prior written permission of the author, except for brief quotations used in reviews or scholarly works.

This book is intended for informational purposes only. While every effort has been made to ensure accuracy, the author makes no guarantees and assumes no liability for actions taken based on this content.

For permissions or inquiries, contact:

Author at vwaidmail@gmail.com
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This book is not legal advice.
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It is a practical guide based on the author’s experience as a legal professional and volunteer judge in California small claims court. Laws and procedures may change. Readers are responsible for verifying current rules and applying them to their own circumstances.

The author and publisher disclaim any liability for actions taken based on this material. When in doubt, consult a qualified attorney.
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THE READER’S CHALLENGE
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The Courtroom Belongs to You.

This book is more than a guide—it’s a call to action. You don’t need a law degree. You don’t need permission. You need courage, clarity, and the willingness to stand up.

The challenge is simple: use what you learn here.

•  Help a neighbor write a demand letter.

•  Walk a friend through the filing process.

•  Volunteer at a legal clinic.

•  Share this book with someone who needs it.

The courtroom isn’t just for lawyers. It’s for everyday Californians—workers, caregivers, elders, advocates—people like you.

Step up. Speak out. Show others how it’s done.

This isn’t just the beginning of a book. It’s the beginning of your impact.
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Before You Sue
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Should you file a case — or walk away?

Small claims court is powerful. It’s fast, affordable, and designed for everyday Californians. But it is still a legal process, and the smartest plaintiffs start by asking one question:

“What am I trying to accomplish?”

Some cases belong in court. Some belong in a conversation. Some belong in the trash can.

This chapter helps you tell the difference.
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1. Start With Your Goal
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Before you fill out a single form, ask yourself:

	What do I want the court to do?

	What amount am I asking for — and why?

	Is this about money, or am I trying to prove a point?

	Will the defendant realistically be able to pay if I win?


Small claims court is not therapy. It is not punishment. It is not revenge.

It is a tool — and tools work best when used for the right job.
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2. What You Can’t Sue For
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You cannot sue for:

	Emotional distress

	Pain and suffering

	Punitive damages

	Anything above the dollar limit (currently $12,500 in California)


If your goal is to “teach them a lesson,” the judge will not help you. Judges want facts, not feelings.
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3. What You Can Sue For
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You can sue for:

	Unpaid loans

	Unreturned security deposits

	Damaged property

	Breach of contract

	Auto repairs gone wrong

	Money owed for work performed

	Landlord-tenant disputes involving money


If you can show what happened, what it cost, and why the defendant is responsible, you’re on the right track.
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When NOT to Sue — And Why
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Sometimes the smartest legal move is not filing.

Here are situations where walking away may save you time, stress, and money:
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A. The defendant is uncollectible
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If they have:

	No job

	No assets

	No bank account

	No stable address


...you may win the case but collect nothing.
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B. The amount is too small
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If the dispute is $50 or $100, the filing fee alone may exceed the claim.
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C. You don’t have proof
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If it’s your word against theirs — and nothing on paper — the judge may not rule in your favor.
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D. You’re emotionally charged

[image: ]


If you’re angry, hurt, or trying to “make them pay,” step back. Court requires calm thinking.
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The Case That Shouldn’t Have Been Filed
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Maria loaned her coworker $40 for gas. He promised to pay her back “next Friday.” He didn’t. She got angry and filed a small claims case.

At the hearing, the judge asked:

“Do you have any proof of the loan?”

Maria didn’t. No text. No note. No witness. Nothing.

The judge dismissed the case.

Maria spent $30 to file a case worth $40 — and lost.

Lesson: If you can’t prove it, don’t sue for it.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Before You Sue, Try to Settle
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Judges respect people who try to resolve disputes outside court.

A simple message can save you weeks of stress.
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SCRIPT: A 5 Sentence Demand Letter
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1. “This is a request for payment of \\\.” 2. “On [date], you and I agreed to \\\.” 3. “I have attached copies of the documents showing this.” 4. “Please pay the amount owed by [date].” 5. “If we cannot resolve this, I will consider filing in small claims court.”

Short. Calm. Professional.
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How Judges Think
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Judges look for:

	A clear timeline

	A clear amount

	A clear reason the defendant is responsible

	A clear effort to resolve the issue before court


They do not look for:

	Anger

	Long stories

	Emotional details

	Personal attacks


The judge’s job is to decide:
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“Does the evidence support the claim?”
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Not: “Who seems nicer?” “Who is more upset?” “Who deserves sympathy?”
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The Statute of Limitations (Plain English)
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Every claim has a deadline.

	Written contracts: 4 years

	Oral agreements: 2 years

	Property damage: 3 years

	Personal injury: 2 years


If you file too late, the judge must dismiss the case — even if you’re right.
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Common Mistakes People Make Before Filing
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	Suing too fast They skip the demand letter and rush to court.

	Suing without proof They rely on memory instead of documents.

	Suing the wrong person They sue “Bob’s Auto Shop” instead of the legal owner.

	Suing out of anger They want revenge, not resolution.

	Suing someone who cannot pay Winning a judgment is not the same as collecting it.
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Expanded Checklist
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Before You Sue — Checklist
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	[ ] I know exactly what I’m asking for

	[ ] I can explain why the defendant owes me

	[ ] I have documents, photos, or messages

	[ ] I’ve sent a demand letter

	[ ] I’m within the statute of limitations

	[ ] I’m under the dollar limit

	[ ] I’ve considered whether the defendant can pay

	[ ] I’ve decided that court is the best path forward
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Expanded Mindset Closer
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You’re not just filing a case — you’re stepping into a system that rewards clarity, preparation, and calm thinking. Small claims court is built for people like you. Walk in with purpose. Walk in with proof. Walk in ready.

See Example 1 in the Appendix: “The $500 Car Repair Loan Never Repaid.”
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*How to Use This Book
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This guide is built for action. Each chapter is short, practical, and designed to help you move step by step through the small claims process. Here’s how to make the most of it:
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*Read in order—or jump ahead?
The chapters follow the natural flow of a case, but you can skip to the section that fits your situation (filing, serving, defending, or collecting).
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