VIRGINIA:

IN THE CIRCUIT COURT FOR THE CITY OF RICHMOND

WINTER WHITTAKER, )
Plaintiff, ;
v. ; Case No. CL19
H. DEAN PARSONS and g
INTERMONT, LLC, ;
Defendants. ;
COMPLAINT

Plaintiff Winter Whittaker brings this action, by and through legal counsel, against H. Dean
Parsons and his web of property management companies for their unlawful and discriminatory
misconduct. For the reasons explained below, Ms. Whittaker asks the Court to enter judgment in
her favor, to award injunctive and monetary relief, and to award punitive damages for the
substantial and irreparable harm and indignities she suffered at the hands of the Defendants.

NATURE OF THE ACTION

1. This case is about housing discrimination. Dean Parsons, by and through his
companies, has exhibited a longstanding pattern of racist and misogynistic conduct. The
Defendants are slumlords in control of hundreds of properties in the Richmond area, valued at near
$10 million. Most of the Defendants’ properties can only be described as slums: they are broken-
down, dilapidated, uninhabitable, and infested with insects and rodents. Because the conditions at
the Defendants’ properties are hazardous, the Defendants target low-income renters with limited
opportunities for affordable housing. And whenever certain renters—specifically those who are

Black women like Ms. Whittaker—complain about the abhorrent condition of the properties,



Parsons dismisses their concerns and responds with gender-based and race-based vitriol and
intimidation. Documentary evidence—including witness statements, text messages, and video
and audio recordings—shows Parsons ignoring the dangerous conditions at his properties and
referring to Black women renters as “black bitches” and “dumb niggers.”

2. This abhorrent mistreatment is even more disgusting considering Ms. Whittaker’s
background. Several years ago, she moved from Newark, New Jersey, to Richmond, Virginia, to
seek better housing and economic opportunities for her family. In November of 2017, she signed
a lease and moved into one of the Defendants’ properties located at 3417 Meadowbridge Road
(the “Property”) with her two children.

3. Instead of the fresh start and new beginning that Ms. Whittaker planned and
envisioned, her life became a nightmare. All of a sudden, her family became plagued by myriad
issues in the Property. Ms. Whittaker and her family soon learned that they were not the only
occupants in the Property: a mischief of rats and a swarm of insects had already infested the
home and the fleas left visible, painful bite marks. Ms. Whittaker promptly informed the
Defendants of these problems, but they failed to exterminate the pests. The conditions at the
Property would only get worse. A few examples follow.

4. The month after Ms. Whittaker moved in, a plumbing leak from the upstairs
bathroom caused significant water damage. The Defendants’ contractors left deep hazardous
holes in the backyard and scattered construction debris all over the yard, rendering the space
unusable. Just a short time later, Ms. Whittaker received a $539 bill from Dominion Energy.
When she informed the Defendants that there was an error with her utilities bill, Parsons told her
to contact Dominion Energy. But Dominion Energy told Ms. Whittaker that the high energy
costs were caused by the Property’s outdated and deficient HVAC system and inadequate

insulation throughout the home.



5. After learning this information, Ms. Whittaker once again promptly notified the
Defendants, but they refused to remediate the issues at the Property, and Parsons responded to her
with racially-charged language and verbal abuse:

“I hate renting to single Black bitches . . . just get the fuck out of my house!”

6. In spite of Parsons’s racist and misogynistic responses, Ms. Whittaker continued to
demand that the Defendants remedy the hazardous conditions related to the plumbing, insulation,
HVAC, and pest issues. But time and time again, Parsons made clear that he had no intention of
honoring his obligations to Ms. Whittaker and her family. In response to one of Ms. Whittaker’s

numerous maintenance requests, Parsons told her:

“You ain’t nothing but a goddamn bitch.
Shut the fuck up and leave me alone.”

7. Ms. Whittaker was shocked. She had never been subjected to this level of
mistreatment before, especially from a landlord that she paid on time each month! From
December 2017 until June of 2018, Ms. Whittaker continued to make repeated requests to the
Defendants regarding the uninhabitable Property. But she was trapped and unable to move to
a new place because of her limited monetary resources that were further depleted by the
complications at her new home. Parsons’s persistent and severe abuse coupled with his refusal
to complete repairs made the living conditions at the Property unbearable. This took a toll on

Ms. Whittaker and her family.

8. Nevertheless, she persisted.

9. On June 5, 2018, Ms. Whittaker paid her monthly rent to the Defendants and she
was in full compliance with the parties’ lease. Still, the Defendants attempted to unlawfully evict
her because of her race, and when Ms. Whittaker protested, Parsons only intensified his
intimidation tactics:

“You’re just another dumbass nigger I got to go to court with.”



10. The Defendants’ motivation for their unlawful conduct is clear: racial and gender
animus. They seek to save money updating and maintaining their dilapidated properties by
intimidating and discriminating against Black, female tenants who have the audacity to complain
about the properties’ uninhabitable conditions.

11. Ms. Whittaker is a strong and resilient woman. But the Defendants’ repeated racial
and gender-based harassment was both severe and pervasive, thus constituting a hostile living
environment.

12. HUD has repeatedly recognized the sanctity of the home: “One's home is a place of
privacy, security, and refuge (or should be), and harassment that occurs in or around one's home
can be far more intrusive, violative and threatening than harassment in the more public
environment of one's work place.” Quid Pro Quo and Hostile Environment Harassment and
Liability for Discriminatory Housing Practices under the Fair Housing Act, 81 FR 63054 (August
18, 2016). Ms. Whittaker’s sense of safety and wellbeing for her family deteriorated early in her
tenancy because of Parsons’s harassment.

13. This caused significant anxiety and drained Ms. Whittaker’s physical and mental
health. She has incurred significant damages, including excessive utility costs related to improper
insulation and faulty equipment, diminution in value of the Property during the time in which poor
conditions were present, medical bills for her mental distress, and the loss of personal belongings
that were permanently ruined because the Defendants refused to repair water leaks.

14. Ms. Whittaker petitions the Court for all appropriate relief, including $5 million in
damages resulting from the Defendants’ racist, misogynistic, abusive, and unlawful misconduct.
Winter Whittaker brings this action to vindicate her rights under civil law, and to establish
Defendants’ liability for the harm they have caused her through their abusive, unlawful, and

intentional misconduct.



THE PARTIES

15. Plaintiff Winter Whittaker is a Black woman residing in Richmond, Virginia.
Ms. Whittaker is an “aggrieved person” as defined by the Virginia Fair Housing Law, Virginia
Code § 36-96.1 et seq. She has been adversely affected by the actions, policies, and practices of
the Defendants and their agents.

16. Defendant Dean Parsons is a white slumlord that owns and operates hundreds of
properties in the Richmond region. Many of Parsons’s properties are non-compliant with various
municipal health and safety regulations. Parsons is a Virginia resident who lives in an estate at
322 Wickham Glen Drive (pictured below), adjacent to River Road, in the City of Richmond.
Parsons conducts substantial, continuous, and systematic business activity in the Commonwealth
of Virginia and the City of Richmond. At all times relevant to this Complaint, Defendants owned
the property located at 3417 Meadowbridge Road in Richmond, Virginia. This property is a

“dwelling” within the meaning of the Virginia Fair Housing Law, Virginia Code § 36-96.1:1.

One of Dean Parsons’s residences. The 7,058 sq. ft. home is valued at $1.65 million.

17.  Defendant Intermont, LLC is a Virginia for-profit company that conducts
substantial, continuous, and systematic business activity in the City of Richmond. Upon
information and belief, each member of Intermont, LLC is a resident of Virginia who conducts

substantial business activity in the City of Richmond.



18. At all times relevant to this Complaint, Parsons was the agent of Intermont, LLC,
and all acts and omissions of Parsons were taken with actual, implied, or apparent authority of

Intermont, LLC.

JURISDICTION AND VENUE
19. This Court has jurisdiction over this case because the amount in controversy
exceeds $25,000.
20. This Court has personal jurisdiction over all the Defendants because they are in-

state residents conducting substantial business activities and tortious conduct in the
Commonwealth of Virginia.
21.  Venue is proper in this circuit pursuant to Va. Code § 8.01-262.3-4 because the

causes of action asserted in this Complaint arise primarily in this district.

FACTS

Defendants Used Their Real Estate Empire to Unfairly Exploit and Abuse Black Women.

22. Through his web of corporate entities, Parsons has accumulated—through
inheritance and otherwise—a substantial number of properties in Richmond, making him one of
the most powerful landlords in the region. Just last spring, the Defendants were featured in one
of Richmond’s local newspapers and Parsons claimed to control 375 properties in the Richmond

area alone.

23. The poor conditions of the Defendants’ rental properties speak for themselves.



One of the Defendants’ Richmond properties.

24. A number of Black women who previously rented from the Defendants have lodged
complaints—similar to those raised by Ms. Whittaker—that shed additional light on the
Defendants’ abusive practices.

25.  One such woman described the nightmare she experienced living in one of
Parsons’s properties. The house she rented lacked sufficient insulation and it was woefully
inadequate to protect against the summer’s high temperatures and the extreme cold conditions of
the winter. These HVAC problems also caused excessively high utility bills. But whenever she
brought these issues and other maintenance and repair requests to the Defendants’ attention,
Parsons refused to act, and he responded with derogatory statements concerning her race and
gender. Later on, when she informed Parsons that there was an issue with plumbing, Parsons
deflected responsibility and complained that all “Black women have hairstyles that clog sinks
and drains.”

26. A second, unrelated woman—who is also Black—recalls Parsons as a vindictive
and abusive landlord that bullied her with racial epithets and intimidation tactics. Before she
signed a lease with the Defendants, Parsons assured here that the home had central air conditioning.
After moving in she learned that this was a lie. To make matters worse, the house had broken
windows, there was a water leak in crawl space, and one of the toilets was out of commission.

Even though the tenant made repeated requests for Parsons to remediate these issues, he flatly



refused. Instead, he referred to her Black children as “monkeys,” and complained about having
to rent property to Black mothers as he refused to honor her maintenance and repair requests.

217. Another former tenant—also Black—recalls deciding to move after Parsons’s
racist pattern of abuse and the despicable conditions of the rental property. The tenant reports
that their family packed up all of their belongings on a Saturday, and they intended to load the
boxes onto a moving truck the following day. But when the tenant returned to the leasehold that
Sunday, they discovered that Parsons had stolen all of the property remaining in the home even
though the tenant still lawfully possessed the unit.

28. These represent only a few examples of the wanton misconduct that the Defendants
perpetrate against its tenants on the basis of race and gender.

29. Most often, the Defendants’ tenants are low income and cannot afford legal
representation. Parsons threatened former tenants and claimed he was prepared to sue their
“black asses,” and Parsons intimated that he received preferred treatment in the courts based on
his race, privilege, and power.

30.  Unfortunately, Parsons racial intimidation tactics have been largely successful, and
many of his former tenants have been unable to avail themselves of justice in the courts following
his abuse.

31. By filing this lawsuit, Ms. Whittaker demands equal protection under the law

regardless of her race or gender.

Before Ms. Whittaker and Her Family Moved in, the Parties Executed a Residential
Lease, Controlled by the Virginia Residential Landlord and Tenant Act.



32.  On November 7, 2017, Ms. Whittaker! signed a lease to occupy the single-family

home at 3417 Meadowbridge Road, in the City of Richmond. A copy of the operative lease (the

“Lease”) is attached as Exhibit 1 and incorporated by reference.

33. By signing the Lease, Ms. Whittaker agreed to pay a one-time, $500 security

deposit. Monthly rent for the property totaled $850.

34. The Lease sets forth the parties’ obligations and the Defendants agreed as follows:

“Lessor shall make all repairs to the premises required by normal wear and tear,
fire, the elements or other casualty not caused by the negligence of Lessee . . . and
shall comply with the requirements of all applicable building and housing codes
materially affecting health and safety.”

35.  Because the Defendants own and operate hundreds of properties within the

Commonwealth, the Virginia Residential Landlord and Tenant Act (“VRLTA”) controls the Lease.

Paragraph 15 of the Lease incorporates the VRLTA and explains:

The rights and responsibilities of the persons signing this Lease are governed by
the Virginia Residential Landlord and Tenant Act (Chapter 13.2, Title 55 of the
Code of Virginia), and to the extent any provision of this Lease is in conflict with
the Virginia Residential Landlord and Tenant Act, the provisions of the Act will
control.

36. The VRLTA codifies a series of additional obligations which apply to the Lease

and are binding upon the Defendants. Under the VRLTA, the Defendants are required to:

e “Make all repairs and do whatever is necessary to put and keep the premises
in a fit and habitable condition,” Virginia Code § 55-248.13 (A)(2), and

e “Maintain in good and safe working order and condition all electrical,
plumbing, sanitary, heating, ventilating, air-conditioning and other facilities
and appliances, including elevators, supplied or required to be supplied by
[the landlord].” Virginia Code § 55-248.13 (A)(4).

37.  Virginia Code § 55-248.15:1 sets forth the statutory requirements landlords must

obey concerning the return of a tenant’s security deposit.

! Ms. Whittaker signed the lease under her previous name, Gloria Reed.



38. The VRLTA also prohibits a landlord from retaliating against a tenant for such
actions as “malking] a complaint to ... the landlord for a violation of any provision of [the
VRLTA].” Virginia Code § 55-248.39 (A).

Parsons Breached His Contractual and Statutory Obligations
and Abused Ms. Whittaker and Her Family as Soon as They Moved in.

39.  Immediately after she moved, Ms. Whittaker and her family were confronted with
the rats, fleas, and other insects that already resided at the Property. Ms. Whittaker purchased bug
spray and rat poison, but her attempts to fight the pests were unsuccessful.

40.  Within several days of moving in, on November 29, 2017, Ms. Whittaker text
messaged Parsons and asked him to hire an exterminator to rid the Property of the pests but Mr.
Parsons refused to remedy the problem.

41. The flea infestation on the second floor was so severe that it was completely
uninhabitable. For weeks, Ms. Whittaker and her children slept in living areas downstairs to avoid
the painful and unsightly flea bites.

42.  When she notified the Defendants, Parsons instructed Ms. Whittaker to “just live
with it and stop fucking complaining.”

43.  Inearly December 2017, workers from the City of Richmond Department of Public
Utilities notified Parsons that there was a water leak and informed him that it was his responsibility
to fix.

44.  Parsons eventually hired a contractor—purportedly to address the leak—and
Parsons agents dug a series of holes in the Properties’ backyard and left behind a considerable
amount of debris. The holes were unsafe, and Ms. Whittaker’s family was no longer able to use
the backyard. In spite of Ms. Whittaker’s repeated requests, the Defendants failed to secure the

hazardous area or re-fill the holes until more than four months later.

10



45. Problems at the Property continued, and Ms. Whittaker received a bill from
Dominion Energy totaling $536.59 in mid-December 2018. After receiving the invoice, Ms.
Whittaker called the power company to try to identify the cause of the excessive charges.
Dominion Energy instructed her to unplug all of her appliances and after monitoring the meter
use, Dominion Energy confirmed that high charges were caused by problems with the
Property’s HVAC system.

46. When Ms. Whittaker notified Parsons, he refused to resolve the problem and
instead continued to verbally abuse Ms. Whittaker, including by stating that he didn’t “give a fuck
what Dominion said.”

47. Similarly, Parsons told Ms. Whittaker that he was unwilling to address the rodent
infestation and he used abusive language towards her to deter her from complaining further.

48. But Ms. Whittaker continued to report the rodents’ activities in the Property. In the
third week of December 2017, Parsons told her:

“You’re always fucking complaining. I’ll give you your deposit back if you move.

Come get this shit. I’ll pay your utility bill, just get the fuck out of my house.”

49.  As the weather grew colder, conditions in the Property worsened. The Property’s
poor insulation and malfunctioning HVAC system caused plumbing pipes to freeze. But Parsons
ignored Ms. Whittaker’s continued requests to take steps to live up to his contractual obligations
and make necessary repairs.

50.  These conditions continued to worsen, and in January of 2018 Ms. Whittaker
received a second excessively high utility bill from Dominion Energy — this time an additional
$502.80 was due and Dominion threatened to disconnect service. Left with no other options,
Ms. Whittaker hired an HVAC technician to diagnose the heating problems at the Property. In
February 2018, the technician confirmed that the HVAC system was malfunctioning and provided

a diagnostic report.
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51.  Ms. Whittaker included a copy of the HVAC report when she paid her March 2018
rent. In response, Parsons telephoned Ms. Whittaker and used abusive, racist, and sexist language:
“Bitch, don’t have nobody snooping around my house . . . I hate renting to

single black bitches because they always have something to say.”

52. The Defendants never fixed the faulty HVAC system and the Defendants never
compensated Ms. Whittaker for the inflated electric bills.

53. In early June 2018, water leaked into Ms. Whittaker’s bedroom, soaking her bed
and electronics. For months, Parsons ignored Ms. Whittaker’s repeated request for repairs.

54.  Ms. Whittaker continued to file complaints with the Defendants concerning the
problems detailed above. But each time, the Defendants refused to remediate the issues.

55. The Defendants never had any intention to address the numerous issues at the
Property. And on June 9, 2018, the Defendants posted paperwork on Ms. Whittaker’s door to
unlawfully eject her from the Property. When Ms. Whittaker explained that she has always paid
her rent on time, Parsons became irate and called Ms. Whittaker’s phone number more than a
dozen times.

56.  Eventually, Ms. Whittaker answered the phone and repeated her requests for
maintenance. Parsons used extremely abusive language in telling Ms. Whittaker that he would not
fix the Property:

“Shut the fuck up and leave me alone. You don’t mean shit to me. Get the
goddamn hell out of my house, the quicker the better.”

57.  He told Ms. Whittaker that he wasn’t “going to do shit for [her],” and he
complained that she is “just another dumbass nigger I gotta go to court with.” A copy of the
video recording (the “Phone Call”) is attached as Exhibit 2 and incorporated by reference.

58. These represent only a few of the abusive and offensive remarks Parsons made to

Ms. Whittaker when she complained to him about the condition of the Property.
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59. And when Ms. Whittaker notified Parsons of needed repairs, on multiple occasions
Parsons responded that he intended to not renew the lease. Immediately after the June 9, 2018
phone call detailed above, Parsons text messaged Ms. Whittaker that he “[has] sent [Whittaker] a
letter stating that the lease will not be renewed.” Ms. Whittaker received a written notice from
Parsons dated June 11, 2018 that her lease would not be renewed at its conclusion on October 31,
2018.

60. When Ms. Whittaker moved out of the Property at the end of her lease, she left the
property in better condition than she found it. Still, the Defendants deducted $453 from the $500
security deposit balance.

61. The Defendants’ actions were malicious, willful and wanton, and evidence a

conscious disregard for Ms. Whittaker’s rights. Accordingly, punitive damages are appropriate.
FIRST CLAIM FOR RELIEF

62.  Ms. Whittaker repeats and re-alleges each of the foregoing paragraphs as if set forth
fully herein.

63. The Virginia Fair Housing Law prohibits certain unfair housing practices,
including “discriminat[ion] against any person in the terms, conditions, or privileges of sale or
rental of a dwelling, or in the provision of services or facilities in connection therewith, because
of race, color, religion, sex, familial status, or national origin,” as well as making any statement
“with respect to the sale or rental of a dwelling that indicates any preference, limitation, or
discrimination based on race, color, religion, sex, handicap, familial status, or national origin, or

an intention to make any such preference, limitation, or discrimination.” Virginia Code 36-96.3.

64.  Defendants discriminated against Ms. Whittaker, a Black woman, in the terms and
conditions of rental housing by delaying and failing to make legally-required repairs to the

premises and deterring Ms. Whittaker from requesting repairs or otherwise enforcing her lease
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through aggressive and abusive language. On information and belief, Defendants would have
provided the same repairs more readily and refrained from the use of such hostile and abusive
language when dealing with white and/or male tenants.

65. Defendants discriminated against Ms. Whittaker in the terms and conditions of
rental housing by subjecting her to a hostile living environment, including through severe and
pervasive abusive and offensive language and withholding legally-required repairs. Defendants
did this wholly or in part because of Ms. Whittaker is a Black woman.

66. Defendant Parsons also made statements indicating his discriminatory animus
against black tenants and female tenants in particular, including through the use of epithets such
as “bitch” and “nigger.” Defendant Parsons committed these discriminatory actions on behalf of,
and while acting within the scope of his employment with, Defendant Intermont, LLC.

67.  Ms. Whittaker sustained economic and non-economic injuries as a direct and
proximate result of these discriminatory actions.

SECOND CLAIM FOR RELIEF

68.  Ms. Whittaker repeats and re-alleges each of the foregoing paragraphs as if set forth
fully.

69. The parties’ lease required the Defendants to repair the Property and “maintain in
good and safe working order and condition all electrical, plumbing, sanitary, heating, ventilating,
air-conditioning and other facilities and appliances.” Additionally, the Defendants were obligated
to ensure that the Property complied “with the requirements of all applicable building and housing
codes materially affecting health and safety.”

70. The Defendants did not honor these obligations because they failed within a
reasonable time to do the following: eradicate a flea and rodent infestation, fill holes and remove

debris in the backyard, correct heating issues, and repair water leaks at the Property.
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71.  Further, the Defendants failed to return the portion of Ms. Whittaker’s security
deposit to which she was entitled.

72. Finally, Defendants unlawfully retaliated against Ms. Whittaker by demanding she
vacate the premises, threatening to sue her for eviction, and giving her notice that her lease would
not be renewed upon expiration. These actions were undertaken in retaliation for Ms.
Whittaker’s complaints regarding the Defendants’ failure to make repairs required under the
VRLTA.

73. At all times relevant to this Complaint, Ms. Whittaker complied with her
obligations under the Lease.

74. As a result of the Defendants’ breach of the Lease and violation of the VRLTA,
Ms. Whittaker has been damaged in the amount of $7,500 plus accrued interest from the date of
demand, together with all costs and attorney’s fees associated with Ms. Whittaker’s enforcement

of her rights under the Lease and VRLTA.
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PRAYER FOR RELIEF

WHEREFORE, Ms. Winter Whittaker respectfully requests that the Court enter an

award in her favor, and against the Defendants as follows:

(1

2)

€)

“4)

©)

(6)

(7

Declaring that the Defendants’ discriminatory policies and practices, as set
forth above, violated the Fair Housing Act, Virginia Code § 36-96.1 et seq.;

Enjoining the Defendants and their agents, employees, successors, and all
other persons in active concert or participation with them from
discriminating on the basis of gender, race, or familial status, in violation of
fair housing laws;

Ordering the Defendants to take such actions as may be necessary to prevent
the recurrence of any discriminatory conduct in the future and to eliminate,
to the extent practicable, the effects of their unlawful conduct, including
implementing policies and procedures to ensure that no applicants or
residents are discriminated because of race, gender or other protected class;

Awarding compensatory damages in the amount $4,000,000 and punitive
damages to the Complainants in the amount of $1,000,000.

Awarding $7,500 in compensatory damages for the Plaintiff’s claims for
breach of contract and under the Virginia Residential Landlord Tenant Act;

Awarding reasonable attorney’s fees and costs pursuant to Virginia Code
§§ 36-96.18 and 55-248.51; and

Ordering other and further relief that the interests of justice may require.

A JURY TRIAL IS DEMANDED.

Dated: January _, 2019 Respectfully submitted,

Daniel P. Watkins (VSB #84592)

CLARE LOCKE LLP

10 Prince Street Alexandria, VA 22314 Telephone:
(202) 628-7407

daniel@clarelocke.com

Helen Hardiman (VSB# 85594)

Hardiman Law PLLC

205 N. 19th Street Richmond, VA Telephone:
(804) 852-2528

helen@hardimanlaw.com

Counsel for Plaintiff Winter Whittaker



