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By KATIE PEARCE
Current Staff Writer

 How has literature portrayed 
locales in Washington? A forthcom-
ing mapping website, DC By the 
Book, will give readers very specific 
answers.
 For example, look up the 1800 
block of N Street NW, and find a 
passage from George Pelecanos’ 
“The Turnaround,” about a Greek-
owned diner there in the 1970s: 
“The dominant colors were blue and 
white. … There was a short break-
fast flurry and a two-hour lunch rush 
and plenty of dead space, when the 
four employees, all blacks, talked, 
horsed around, brooded and 
smoked.”

 Or, for Foggy Bottom, a scene 
from Aly Monroe’s “Washington 
Shadow,” describing the neighbor-
hood in 1945 as “a rusty industrial 

area that had started being cleaned 
up but still had a long way to go. 
There were some empty lots, an 
abandoned factory, some industry 
still producing smoke.”
 The new website is under con-
struction now, set to launch on 
March 27. Its tagline is: “Explore 
Washington, D.C. neighborhoods as 
experienced in fiction.”
 The goal, said project co-founder 
Tony Ross, is a “rich, deep” interac-
tive map of thousands of fiction pas-
sages that depict D.C.’s streets and 
scenery. Users will be able to plug in 
a location — either a specific address 
or a broader neighborhood — to 
browse through multiple relevant 
entries nearby, or add their own 

Website to list D.C. locations ‘by the books’
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Dupont Circle’s namesake park is 
a setting for scenes in “Fellow 
Travelers” and “The Beautiful 
Things That Heaven Bears.”

By ALIX PIANIN
Current Staff Writer

 New rules that define “full-ser-
vice grocery stores” in D.C. might 
mean an uphill battle for pharmacies 
applying for liquor licenses.
 The Alcoholic Beverage Control 
Board announced last month that it 
intends to adopt a series of regula-
tions to more firmly define what 
constitutes a grocery store — and, 
by extension, which retailers qualify 
for a grocery license to sell beer and 
wine from their stores. A hearing on 
the proposal is scheduled for next 
week.
 The new regulations are a result 
of the Omnibus Alcoholic Beverage 
Regulation Emergency Amendment 
Act, an update to city alcohol laws 
that took effect in January. A provi-
sion in the act required the board to 
settle on the definition of a grocery 
store, which it released Jan. 16.
 A city moratorium on Class B 
licenses — for off-premises con-
sumption — allows grocery stores 
to apply for an exemption in order to 

sell beer and wine. The new rules 
specify how much of a store must be 
devoted to food sales to qualify. 
 But it remains to be seen whether 
a Van Ness Walgreens and Woodley 
Park CVS pharmacy, both of which 
applied for Class B liquor licenses 
last year, will ultimately be labeled 
as grocery stores, elected officials 
said.
 Last February the Van Ness/
North Cleveland Park advisory 
neighborhood commission voted to 

ABC Board vets proposal 
for defining grocery stores
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Students at Wilson High School showed off their stuff at a 
Valentine’s Day expo that focused on “Love Your Healthy Self.” 
The fair featured student-led booths on fitness, nutrition and 
character development. It was made possible in part through 
HealthCorps, a nonprofit founded by Dr. Oz. See story, page 7. 
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■ Licensing: Policy shift 
would affect CVS, Walgreens

By ELIZABETH WIENER
Current Staff Writer

 District lawyers have been 
embroiled since 2009 in litigation 
against a firm that bought up hun-
dreds of tax sale liens here, alleg-
edly defrauding homeowners 
already struggling to pay their prop-
erty taxes and charging them inflat-
ed fees. Legislation pending in the 
D.C. Council seeks to address the 
issue and other alleged tax sale 
abuses.
 In a tax sale, the District puts a 
lien on a property with unpaid taxes, 
and sells that lien to someone who 
will pressure the property owner to 
pay up. If the taxes are quickly set-
tled — plus 18 percent, annual 
interest and a small fee to the lien 
purchaser — the lien is canceled. 
 But if the debt lingers for six 
months, the tax lien investor can file 
suit to “foreclose the right of 
redemption.” And that makes the 
homeowner liable not only for back 
taxes, interest and penalties, but for 
“reasonable” attorney fees imposed 
by the lien owner.
 The city’s lawsuit claims that 

Tax sale issues 
prompt bill, 
court battles

By DEIRDRE BANNON
Current Staff Writer

 Stakeholders at School Without 
Walls say they’ve lost confidence in 
D.C. Public Schools as questions 
remain unanswered about the 
planned merger with Francis-
Stevens Education Campus.
 At the Walls Local School 
Advisory Team meeting last 
Wednesday, members voted over-
whelmingly to object to sending 
students to the Francis-Stevens cam-

pus a mile away, as D.C. Public 
Schools Chancellor Kaya Henderson 
proposed in her school consolidation 
plan revealed Jan. 17. Henderson 
also wants to increase enrollment at 
Walls, but members voted to cap the 
student body at its current level of 
about 550 students.
 Members say splitting up the 
Walls program between two cam-
puses would be detrimental to both 
students and teachers who would be 
isolated from the main campus at 
2130 G St. The advisory team also 
says the plan appears to underdevel-
oped, as details have not been forth-
coming from the D.C. Public 

Parents at Walls decry 
plan for two campuses
■ Schools: Francis-Stevens 
would serve as extra space

Bill Petros/The Current
Walgreens has applied for a beer 
and wine license in Van Ness 
under a grocery store exemption.
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a major problem for the theater,” Thomas said. 
“When you look at some of the more success-
ful theaters in the country like The Apollo [in 
Harlem], they kind of hung their hat on things 
like the ‘Live at the Apollo’ event. ... There’s 
been no consistent identity for the Lincoln.”
 Ward 1 D.C. Council member Jim Graham 
— who was on the theater’s board for 12 years 
— warns that finding a financially sustainable 
model for the Lincoln is easier said than done. 
 “During those 12 years, I and others strug-
gled and worked very hard to make the theater 
successful,” Graham said in an interview. 
“From that effort I have two conclusions: You 

can either be prepared to fund the Lincoln to 
keep it operating in the public interest, or you 
can turn it into a for-profit enterprise” similar 
to Shaw’s Howard Theatre. 
 Either option is palatable, said Graham. 
“But let’s not convince ourselves that we can 
have a not-for-profit that’s going to make a lot 
of money, because it’s been tried, extensively.”
 Thomas said the city is open to a variety of 
proposals.
 “The sky’s the limit,” he said. “Conceptually, 
what we want is something that will be engag-
ing, inclusive, high-quality and futuristic.”
 The latter point means that the theater 
should be responsive to the city’s changing 
demographics, not that it must incorporate 

particular entertainment technology, Thomas 
added.
 “Even though we want them to be mindful 
of the prominence it has had historically in the 
African-American community … we want to 
also be mindful of the rich cultural diversity 
that we’re experiencing in the city, especially 
along U Street,” said Thomas.
 A few ideas are off the table, though.
 The city has heard suggestions over the 
years that the large theater space be split into 
smaller ones, allowing for greater diversity of 
uses and event sizes. But Thomas said such a 
renovation would be cost-prohibitive and not 
in keeping with the Lincoln’s history.
 Also, the city does not intend to sell off the 

parking lot behind the theater — valuable land 
that some have suggested could fund the 
Lincoln’s operations. “We think it would be an 
asset for the operator to have [the parking lot] 
as part of the overall scheme,” Thomas said.
 The commission will also be reluctant to 
support an operator who focuses on one spe-
cific discipline — their “one-dimensional” 
business models “don’t really work,” he said.
 And despite fears that have circulated in 
recent years, Thomas said the city has no plans 
to shutter the Lincoln. “It’s really important to 
the cultural values of the city,” he said. “I think 
the mayor got it right when he announced this 
is ... a very important piece of the cultural 
heritage of the city.” 

Chicago-based Aeon Financial 
LLC, one of the most prolific D.C. 
tax lien investors in recent years, 
made “false representations to 
homeowners about their rights in 
tax sale foreclosure proceedings,” 
while “charging and collecting 
impermissible or excessive legal 
fees.” 
 Still pending in D.C. Superior 
Court, the suit seeks to void hun-
dreds of tax sales dating back to 
2008 and 2009, the height of the 
housing recession when underwater 
mortgages as well as back taxes 
threatened homeowners nationwide 
with foreclosure. But the case is 

moving slowly, with no additional 
hearings scheduled. 
 Meanwhile, Aeon argues in a 
separate case that homeowners must 
keep paying interest to the firm — 
even after they have paid back taxes 
owed to the District — in instances 
where the city government paid 
modest fees to settle a case. 
 Ward 2 Council member Jack 
Evans, joined by 11 of his col-
leagues, introduced legislation in 
January to reform the tax sale pro-
cess. The bills would tighten notice 
requirements to ensure homeowners 
know their property is up for tax 
sale, and explain to them that it 
would be cheaper to pay quickly 
rather than face the fees and added 

interest a tax lien investor can 
impose after it files suit.
 The bill, which was first intro-
duced in 2012 but was not enacted, 
would also reduce the interest tax 
lien investors can charge on delin-
quent property taxes from the cur-
rent 18 percent annual rate to only 6 
percent. It would cap attorney fees 
per case at $1,500, unless the tax 
sale investor convinces a judge that 
a higher fee is justified; currently, no 
cap exists. 
 The bill is backed by a coalition 
of legal service providers and elder-
ly advocates, known as Alliance to 
Help Owners Maintain Equity.
 But advocates expect pushback 
from tax lien investors, said Amy 
Mix, supervising attorney of the 
Consumer Fraud and Financial 
Abuse Unit at AARP’s Legal 
Counsel for the Elderly, which 
helped draft the legislation and rep-
resents residents in cases against 
Aeon. 
 The investors argue they are per-
forming a service by helping the 
District collect delinquent taxes and 
that a 6-percent return would be too 
paltry to keep them involved in the 
city’s biannual tax sales.  
 But once a tax lien is sold to an 
outside investor, Mix argues, fees 
and interest can multiply far beyond 
the original property tax bill, and 
lack of adequate notice leaves many 
homeowners unclear what they 
need to do to save their homes.

 “Our clients tend to be the most 
vulnerable — elderly people with 
property worth a lot of money, equi-
ty in their home, and often dimin-
ished capacity” to understand the 
fine print, Mix said. “Who else 

would let a $300,000 house go to 
tax sale?”
 One of the biggest issues is the 
attorneys fees, said Mix — which 
can range up to $6,000 for a “boiler-
plate complaint, where the attorney 
was just cutting and pasting. … The 
fees alone often greatly exceed the 
delinquent taxes, and the windfall 
goes to the tax sale purchaser, not 
the District.”
 All but about 3 percent of delin-
quent homeowners eventually pay 
their back taxes in the District, she 
said, but many end up paying far 
more than originally owed because 
costs “rise dramatically after a fore-
closure suit is filed.”
 In decades past, individuals or 
small investors would typically buy 
at tax sale to get a bargain on a home 
they would actually live in or resell. 
But recently larger firms have 
jumped into “tax sale investment,” 
buying up batches of liens in online 
auctions with no intention of actu-
ally owning the property, but only of 
reaping interest and fees. 
 Mix said 10 to 15 companies do 
this type of investing in the District, 
but said Aeon is particularly aggres-
sive in piling on and collecting fees. 
Aeon — the plaintiff in 1,015 tax 
foreclosure cases here from 2006 to 
2012 — was one of the bigger play-
ers in the city’s tax sale auctions, 
according to her staff’s research, 
with about 700 liens purchased in 
2008 and 2009 alone. It has since 
stopped purchasing liens in D.C.

 Malik Tuma, a Chicago-based 
attorney who represents Aeon here, 
did not respond to The Current’s 
request for comment on the various 
legal cases, or on the pending legis-
lation to reform tax sales.
 A recent D.C. Court of Appeals 
hearing regarding Aeon’s lawsuit 
against property owners showed 
just how tangled the District’s tax 
sale process is. 
 The D.C. Office of Tax and 
Revenue has a practice of paying off 
minimal interest amounts that 
accrue after homeowners get current 
on their property taxes, but before 
Aeon and other tax lien investors 
calculate and collect their attorney 
fees. City attorneys say it’s cheaper 
and more efficient to simply pay the 
additional interest — typically $20 
to $30 — rather than try to collect 
from a beleaguered homeowner and 
drag out a foreclosure case.
 But Tuma argued at the hearing 
that D.C. law requires the property 
owner — not the city — to pay any 
lingering interest. Therefore, he 
argued, interest owed to his firm 
keeps accruing even after the home-
owner pays the District back taxes 
and penalties. 
 “There is no authority for the 
District to pay money on behalf of 
the taxpayer,” he told the court. “If 
the taxpayer hasn’t paid all interest, 
redemption hasn’t occurred. If 
redemption doesn’t occur, interest 
continues to accrue.”
 That argument seemed to stagger 
the judges. “I’m totally misunder-
standing,” Judge John Steadman 
said at the hearing. “You get paid 
every cent you were entitled to, but 
the property is not redeemed 
because the District used some of its 
own money? What do you care?” 
 “The taxpayer is constantly in a 
Catch-22, trying to figure out the 
exact tax and interest [owed Aeon],” 
added Judge Anna Blackburne-
Rigsby. “I don’t see the point, when 
Aeon is being made whole.”
 The Appeals Court hasn’t indi-
cated when it will rule. 
 Meanwhile, Evans, who chairs 
the council’s Finance and Revenue 
Committee, has not yet scheduled a 
hearing on his tax sale reform bill.

THEATER: Public views sought on future of struggling city-owned U Street landmark
From Page 5

TAX SALE: Amid legal tussling, Evans bill proposes controls on buyers of property leins
From Page 1

❝The taxpayer is 
constantly in a Catch-22, 
trying to figure out the 
exact tax and interest 
[owed Aeon].❞

— Judge Anna Blackburne-Rigsby
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