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SUMMARY

The District of Columbia Court of Appeals reversed the dismissal of a legal malpractice complaint
arising from attorneys' representation of the estate and widow of Joseph P. Curseen. The court held
that the complaint adequately pleaded duty, breach, causation, and damages under the minimal notice-
pleading requirements of Superior Court Civil Rule 8(a), even though actual damages might depend
on the outcome of other litigation. The case was remanded for further proceedings.
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PROCEDURAL POSTURE Appellants appealed from the Superior Court's dismissal with
prejudice of their legal-malpractice complaint under Super. Ct. Civ. R.
12(b)(6) for failure to state a claim.

STANDARD OF REVIEW De novo review of a Rule 12(b)(6) dismissal; the appellate court
applies the same standard as the trial court, accepting the complaint's
allegations as true and construing facts and reasonable inferences in
the plaintiff's favor.

PRECEDENTIAL VALUE Published opinion; precedential value not otherwise specified in the
provided text.
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QUESTIONS PRESENTED

1. Whether the legal-malpractice complaint satisfied the pleading requirements of Super. Ct. Civ. R. 8(a).

2. Whether the Superior Court properly dismissed the complaint under Super. Ct. Civ. R. 12(b)(6) because
the plaintiffs could not yet prove actual damages and causation.

HOLDINGS

1. The complaint satisfied Rule 8(a) because it gave the defendants fair notice of the basis of the legal-
malpractice claim and alleged a duty of care, breaches of that duty, causation, and injury.

2. A Rule 12(b)(6) motion tests the legal sufficiency of the complaint, not whether the plaintiff can
presently prove the allegations; proof may be tested through summary judgment or trial.

KEY QUOTATIONS

“All that is required when we consider the sufficiency of the complaint is "a short and plain statement of the
claim showing that the pleader is entitled to relief."” (890 A.2d at 193)

“The filing of a motion pursuant to Rule 12(b)(6) does not call upon the plaintiff to offer his proof.” (890
A.2d at 194)

“Nevertheless, overcoming a Rule 12(b)(6) motion simply requires a sufficient pleading, not actual proof.”
(890 A.2d at 194)

FACTUAL BACKGROUND

Joseph P. Curseen, Jr., a postal employee at the Brentwood Mail Distribution Center, was exposed to anthrax
spores that passed through the facility in October 2001 and later died. His widow and estate pursued claims
concerning negligent medical care and the response of postal officials, and they retained Buchanan Ingersoll and
Steven Hilton to provide legal assistance concerning the loss, probate, benefits, donations, and potential claims.
After new counsel filed related litigation, the widow and estate sued the former attorneys for legal malpractice,
alleging breach, causation, and damages.

PROCEDURAL HISTORY

The estate and Celestine Curseen sued their former attorneys for legal malpractice arising from representation
related to claims following Joseph Curseen's death. The Superior Court dismissed the complaint under Rule
12(b)(6), and the District of Columbia Court of Appeals reversed and remanded, holding that the complaint
satisfied the minimum pleading requirements of Rule 8(a).

DISPOSITION



reversed_and_remanded

REMAND INSTRUCTIONS

The case was remanded to the Superior Court for further proceedings.
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