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SUMMARY

The Supreme Court of Appeals of West Virginia held that the plaintiff demonstrated good cause under
West Virginia Rule of Civil Procedure 4(k) for failing to complete service within 120 days. The court
also held that, even absent good cause, the rule permits a circuit court to extend the service period in
its discretion, and it reversed and remanded the dismissal without prejudice.
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QUESTIONS PRESENTED

1. Whether service of process on a domestic corporation through the Secretary of State was sufficient when
the certified mailing was returned without being accepted or refused.

2. Whether West Virginia Rule of Civil Procedure 4(k) permits a circuit court to extend the service period
in the absence of good cause.

3. Whether Burkes established good cause for extending the time to serve Fas-Chek and reinstating her
complaint.

HOLDINGS

1. Service of process on a domestic corporation through the Secretary of State is insufficient when the
certified mailing is neither accepted nor refused by an agent or employee of the corporation and is
returned for another reason.

2. Under West Virginia Rule of Civil Procedure 4(k), a circuit court must extend the service period when
the plaintiff shows good cause; even absent good cause, the court has discretion to extend the period
upon motion or on its own initiative.

3. Burkes established good cause under Rule 4(k) for extending the time to serve Fas-Chek and reinstating
the complaint.

KEY QUOTATIONS

“We therefore hold that under Rule 4(k) of the Rules of Civil Procedure [1998], if a plaintiff fails to serve a
summons and complaint upon a defendant within 120 days, then the circuit court should dismiss the action
against that defendant without prejudice. However, the circuit court shall extend the time for service if the
plaintiff shows good cause for the failure. In the absence of a showing of good cause, upon motion or upon its
own initiative, the circuit court may in its discretion extend the time for service.” (844)

“Avoidance of service by a corporate-agent-for-service-of-process's failure to sign for or otherwise accept a
certified mailing from the Secretary of State should not inure to the benefit of a corporate defendant,
particularly when the defendant has knowledge of the claim.” (845)

FACTUAL BACKGROUND

Marion C. Burkes filed a complaint alleging that she slipped and fell on property owned by Fas-Chek Food Mart
Incorporated. Her initial complaint misnamed the corporate defendant, and two subsequent attempts to serve the
corporation through the Secretary of State encountered problems involving the corporate name and the return of
certified mail. After obtaining the correct corporate name and address from Fas-Chek's president and designated
agent, Burkes attempted service again, but the mailing was returned marked "Attempted—Not Known." The
parties had also engaged in settlement discussions, and the court found that the failure to complete service was
not attributable to a lack of diligence by Burkes.

PROCEDURAL HISTORY

Burkes filed a personal-injury complaint after allegedly slipping and falling on property owned by Fas-Chek.
She made multiple attempts to serve the corporation, including service through the Secretary of State, but the



certified mailing was returned without an acceptance or refusal. The circuit court dismissed the action without
prejudice and later denied reinstatement after finding no good cause. The Supreme Court of Appeals of West
Virginia reversed and remanded.

DISPOSITION

reversed_and_remanded

REMAND INSTRUCTIONS

The circuit court must reinstate the complaint and extend the time for service so that Burkes may properly serve
Fas-Chek under West Virginia Code § 31D-5-504 or another appropriate method of service.
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