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To Lori and Toby





Pray for the dead, and fight like hell for the living.

—Mother Jones






Preface

In two years, out-of-state drug companies shipped nearly 9 million opioid pain pills to Kermit, West Virginia, a town with 382 people. The quintessential coal town, split by a pair of railroad tracks, was the home of Sav-Rite Pharmacy, which once had the dubious distinction of being among the country’s top sellers of a highly addictive prescription painkiller called hydrocodone—packaged under brand names such as Lortab and Vicodin. Sav-Rite was the only game in town. The pharmacy’s owner, Jim Wooley, sold used cars on the side, right there in the gravel lot beside Sav-Rite. It was quite a racket.

Kermit didn’t have nearly enough customers to buy that many pain pills. You could step into just about any “pain management clinic” in the county and walk out with a bogus prescription for $150. Wooley—he pronounced it “OO-LEE”—had established a considerable footprint. Sav-Rite’s clientele would travel from hundreds of miles away, from Ohio, North Carolina, Tennessee, and even Florida. Word spread fast and far when a pharmacy would fill any prescription so long as you paid in cash. When folks started asking questions about Wooley’s booming business in the middle of nowhere, he had a ready answer. His customers were mostly tourists, just passing through Kermit, on their way to hunt or fish or ride four-wheelers in the mountains. But it was Sav-Rite that had become the tourist destination. Cars and pickups were backed up, trying to squeeze into the drive-through lane, choking Highway 52 through town. Wooley was a salesman, through and through, and he recognized that a waiting customer wasn’t a happy customer. So he dragged a camping trailer onto the parking lot and sold hot dogs and chips and soda pop out of it. The concessions were cheap, the customers were happy, and Wooley could make a few extra bucks outside the pharmacy to couple with the millions he was making inside selling opioids. To the tourists.

To keep pace with demand, he needed reliable suppliers. There was no shortage. One was McKesson Corporation. It ranked sixth in the Fortune 500. A couple of years back, McKesson’s CEO was the highest-paid corporate executive in the land. And the company didn’t hesitate to fill Jim Wooley’s round-the-clock orders. In 2006 and 2007, McKesson shipped 5 million hydrocodone pills to Sav-Rite, no questions asked. The following year, when Wooley’s actions started raising suspicions—he opened a sham pain clinic up the road where addicts would pick up rubber-stamped prescriptions that only Sav-Rite would honor—McKesson, like a good corporate citizen, cut the pharmacy off. For two years. Once the authorities stopped snooping around, however, the global drug distributor resumed deliveries of hydrocodone and other powerful pain medications to Sav-Rite. But then Wooley got arrested for filling bogus prescriptions, and, well, that terminated the business relationship for good. It was lucrative while it lasted. McKesson’s CEO denied responsibility and faced no penalty. Wooley almost got off scot-free as well. Prosecutors recommended no prison time for the pharmacist-turned-entrepreneur.

Across West Virginia, other small towns like Kermit were also drowning in prescription painkillers. Thirty miles east, McKesson combined with wholesale drug giant Cardinal Health—the fourteenth-largest US company—and two regional distributors to deliver 16.6 million pain pills over a decade to a single drugstore in Mount Gay, which has all of seventeen hundred residents. Those same companies, along with AmerisourceBergen—ranked twelfth in the Fortune 500—shipped 20.8 million prescription opioids to two pharmacies four blocks apart in Williamson, a town with twenty-nine hundred people, and only twenty miles from Kermit. Williamson was so overrun with painkillers that the locals started calling it Pilliamson. The white coats and blue suits made a fortune.

This was unbridled profiteering, yes, and it came with an undeniable public health cost. The pills were lethal. Take too many all at once, and you stopped breathing. People were taking hydrocodone and its more powerful cousin OxyContin, and they were accidentally overdosing in record numbers. Mingo County, where Kermit and Williamson are located, had one of the highest overdose death rates in the nation, according to the Centers for Disease Control. As the addiction crisis spread across the country, some health advocates sounded the alarm, but industry lobbyists snuffed out policymakers’ efforts to stop the scourge. They found politicians willing to do their bidding. The regulators—the DEA, the pharmacy board—failed to do their jobs. Pablo Escobar and El Chapo couldn’t have set things up any better. So the pills kept flowing, the number of deaths mounting. Federal laws and court orders kept the companies’ dark secrets hidden from the public. They left nothing to chance. It was all too big. And, truth be told, they almost got away with it, the biggest heist amid the biggest public health crisis in US history. Almost.

But there was something the corporate pill peddlers didn’t forecast, something that took them by surprise: an unlikely alliance between an ex-con and the crusading lawyer who couldn’t keep her out of jail. Starting in 2007, they slung accusatory stones up, up, up the drug supply chain, from doctors to pharmacists to drug distributors.

As a statehouse reporter with the Charleston Gazette-Mail, I stumbled into the middle of their legal battle in 2013, uncovering secrets and lies that set up a collision course with three of America’s largest corporations. That summer, I received a tip that Cardinal Health had helped pay for the inaugural party of West Virginia’s newly elected attorney general, Patrick Morrisey. Cardinal’s lawyer had headed Morrisey’s campaign transition team, and Morrisey’s wife had lobbied for Cardinal in Washington, DC, pocketing millions of dollars for her K Street firm. The previous attorney general—a twenty-year incumbent—had sued Cardinal on behalf of the citizens of West Virginia. Now, Morrisey, after Cardinal’s top executives helped bankroll his campaign, was overseeing the suit; lawyers close to the case contended he was trying to sabotage it. Morrisey insisted he had stepped aside from the lawsuit, but I unearthed letters showing he had met privately with Cardinal lawyers about it, and court documents and emails revealed he was giving staff “specific instructions” on how to handle the suit. In retaliation, Morrisey set out to derail my investigation with one of his own—against my employer, a tenacious small newspaper in financial peril. His benefactors were counting on him to slam shut the door. But after the paper successfully fought to unseal court documents that the drug distributors wanted to hide from the public, the attorney general handed over previously confidential records that showed the companies’ insidious pursuit of profits. Along the way, I wrote hundreds of stories about the devastation and misery that opioids had inflicted upon our state. I kept digging for answers, the smaller articles snowballing into the larger story of how it happened, how drug companies flooded small towns with millions of prescription opioids, and how they got caught. It all began with a seemingly unremarkable death in a place called Mud Lick.






PART I






1 A Death in Mud Lick


At sunup, Debbie Preece drove north on the two-lane blacktop that traced the Tug Fork of the Big Sandy River, hurtling onto a rutted gravel road that tunneled deep into the woods. She stopped with a jolt at the rust-bitten trailer in Mud Lick. The coroner had already picked up her brother’s body and transported it to the morgue for autopsy. Debbie insisted that someone show her where William “Bull” Preece had spent his last hours. She was directed to a back bedroom, vacant save for a dresser and a torn mattress set atop a box spring. The sheriff’s deputies had already removed the blood-spattered clothes and swept up the residue of crushed pills.

It was the first Monday in October 2005, five years since Bull had fallen from a ladder and injured his back at Penn Coal mine and secured that first prescription for pain pills, which led to another and another. Bull kept finding doctors to prescribe OxyContin and Lortab. He had been taking painkillers for two years before Debbie realized he was addicted. He’d slump into the sofa at her house and fall asleep. She tried to reason with him. She checked him into rehab. He’d stay a few days, then relapse. He lost his home after failing to pay the mortgage. He became a stranger to Debbie. The contents of a pill bottle would transform a once strong and proud coal miner into a coward prowling darkened streets and dive bars for his next fix. He tried to shed the addiction at a methadone clinic. He stopped going after six months. He told his sister he was taking pain medication, but he assured her he wasn’t snorting pills or shooting up.

“Be careful,” she had told him as he was leaving their mother’s house in Kermit, the last time they spoke.

“See you tomorrow,” he said.

After rifling through the single-wide, Debbie stepped outside, her platinum-blond hair afire in the morning sun, her brown eyes, rimmed with red, narrowing to scan the depths of the hollow. At forty-eight, she was three years older than Bull, so nicknamed because he was a bullheaded child.

Debbie noticed a white truck parked beside a shotgun-frame house with a broken porch. It was Bull’s Ford Explorer. She swung open the passenger-side door and retrieved a stack of family photographs—Bull with his thirteen brothers and sisters, Bull with his arm around his father, Bull dressed in a navy firefighter’s uniform and white cap beside the fire truck outside the Kermit VFD.

A man emerged from the house and waved Debbie inside. He wanted to show her something he had discovered in the truck’s glove box. Prescription receipts and four orange plastic prescription bottles. They were empty. Every one of them.

The evening before his death, Bull and his estranged wife and another man had been drinking beer at a honky-tonk called Sweeties Teardrop Inn. They drove back to Mud Lick at 1:00 a.m. that Sunday. Bull fell asleep on the mattress. The man swiped Bull’s truck and drove across the Tug Fork into Kentucky to buy more beer. On the way back, he lost control of the Explorer, ran it up a hill, and slammed into the neighbor’s porch. Someone rushed the man who wrecked Bull’s truck to the hospital in Louisa, Kentucky. He slipped out of the emergency room before the authorities figured things out and tried to arrest him. He got back to the trailer around 1:00 p.m., fell onto a couch, and turned on the television to watch the Cincinnati Bengals game. Bull was still on the mattress in the bedroom. He hadn’t moved. Nobody bothered to wake him.

The recounting of events was unsettling. Debbie rolled the hard plastic bottles in her palm, then gripped them tight. The white labels revealed the missing contents: ninety Valium; sixty oxycodone; ninety OxyContin, an extended-release form of oxycodone; and thirty Zestril tablets. She recognized the drugs. A sedative, painkillers, a blood-pressure medication. She knew the dangers of mixing them. She had attended too many funerals not to know.

She squinted at the labels more closely, the fine print displaying an eleven-digit code, as well as the names of a pharmacy she had frequented dozens of times and a doctor she had known for years. Dr. Donald Kiser had worked at the Wellness Center and the hospital emergency room in Williamson, the Mingo County seat, a twenty-minute drive from her home in Kermit. But he had written Bull’s prescription from his new office in Marietta, Ohio, three hours away. Nothing kept Kiser from practicing in Ohio, even though his lies had cost him his license in West Virginia. In late February 2005, Mingo County deputies had arrested Kiser and charged him with trading prescriptions for sex. The medical board rejected his request for a new license after Kiser marked no to a question about whether he had been charged with a crime during the past two years. Kiser alleged that Mingo authorities had trumped up allegations against him in retaliation for a lawsuit he had filed against them near the end of the previous year. That suit claimed Mingo deputies had falsely arrested him during a child custody dispute with his ex-wife. Debbie didn’t trust Mingo County authorities either. She didn’t discount that Kiser might have been railroaded. She had been willing to give him the benefit of the doubt.

The move to Ohio didn’t slow down Kiser’s business. His Mingo County clientele wouldn’t desert him. Every week or so, a van would pick up Bull and other passengers at stops along the two-lane and shuttle them north to Marietta. The fare was paid in pills—twenty for each prescription filled from each passenger. The drivers, in turn, sold the painkillers on the black market. Kiser arranged the shuttle service. Everyone made a lot of money.

Thirteen days before seeing Kiser, Bull had picked up a prescription for ninety hydrocodone pills for pain and sixty Xanax for anxiety at a recently opened pain clinic in Stonecoal, just north of Kermit, and he had receipts for another 120 hydrocodones and ninety Xanax prescribed there that month by a doctor who had never laid eyes on Bull. That, added to Kiser’s prescriptions, placed six hundred and thirty pills in his hands over the past forty-five days, or nearly three times the recommended dosage for a patient with severe pain—all dispensed by Sav-Rite Pharmacy, the lone drugstore in Kermit. He paid $558 in cash.

Bull’s last prescription was filled on September 29. He’d lumbered into the Sav-Rite on Lincoln Street, and the pharmacy’s owner was there that day. His name was on the storefront sign: JIM WOOLEY’S SAV-RITE PHARMACY. He was sixty-eight now, his beard bushy and white. Wooley was affable, friendly to his customers, always a smile on his face, a people person, a salesman. Bull’s prescription caught Wooley’s attention, but not because it was written by Dr. Kiser at a clinic 170 miles away in Marietta. Wooley not only knew Kiser, but he had recently loaned him $5,000, two days after Kiser was arrested at the pain clinic in Williamson. Everybody knew one another in Mingo County. Bloody Mingo, the locals called it—birthplace of the Hatfield and McCoy feud, the Matewan massacre, a place where mine owners and union workers settled disputes with rifles, but now a place where drug merchants were calling the shots. The pain-addled addicts didn’t stand a chance.

Wooley would claim at a deposition that he didn’t know about Kiser’s troubles with the Mingo County Prosecuting Attorney’s Office and the West Virginia Board of Osteopathic Medicine. Nobody had told Wooley, and, no, he hadn’t read about it in the Williamson Daily News or Mountain Citizen, the newspaper published across the river in Kentucky. What gave Wooley pause about Bull’s prescriptions was the switch from hydrocodone to oxycodone. So he pulled Bull aside and counseled him, right there at the pharmacy, warned him about the change to a stronger painkiller, and not to take the extended and immediate release at the same time, and, whatever you do, don’t chew on the OxyContin. That was his advice. That was it.

Three days later, Bull was dead. He was forty-five. The autopsy report showed he died of oxycodone intoxication. He had five times the lethal limit for the drug in his blood. His death was ruled an accident. Four days before Christmas, the state’s investigation and postmortem for William H. Preece—Case No. WV 2005-1018—was officially closed.

Debbie took the empty prescription bottles home with her and secreted them in an upstairs dresser drawer for safekeeping. She wanted something to hold on to. Bull’s death wouldn’t be forgotten. He wouldn’t be another number, a statistic, in the overdose death toll. Somebody was going to pay, no matter the repercussions, no matter what her enemies and the scandalmongers might dredge up about the past. There would be a reckoning.

Several weeks after they lowered Bull into the ground, the phone rang at Debbie’s house. Dr. Kiser wanted to talk. It was urgent. Was he calling to offer his sympathies? No. He asked Debbie for a copy of Bull’s MRI, the one taken after the ladder fall. Could she send it? The doctor needed something to put in Bull’s empty patient file.



Some things about Bull’s death still troubled Debbie. The bloody clothing, for instance. Could someone have murdered her brother, then tried to cover up the crime by making it look like an overdose? Debbie hadn’t ruled that out. Stranger things had happened in Mingo County. She wanted an appointment to speak to the medical examiner. She wanted to know why the autopsy was taking so long. She kept calling the morgue.

“I want to look at the man who did the autopsy on my brother,” Debbie told the secretary who answered the phone.

After finally receiving a copy of the autopsy report, Debbie hopped in her car and headed north on the four-lane highway to the medical examiner’s office in Charleston. Corridor G, as the route was known, was built for trucks to haul coal out. Debbie wound her way through humps of mountains, their ridges glowing red, orange, and yellow with the change of season. She passed three prisons and two Walmarts during the hour-and-forty-five-minute trip. Her destination, a tan-painted building with barred windows, stood across the street from a NAPA Auto Parts store and the First Advent Christian Church. A receptionist directed Debbie and her questions to Dr. Zia Sabet, the chief deputy at the morgue, the man who conducted Bull’s autopsy. Had he kept blood and DNA samples? Yes. Were there any marks on the body? No. Could her brother have been killed? No marks, no bruises, nothing to suggest someone had attacked Bull, Sabet said. But what about the bloody clothing beside the mattress in the trailer? She had seen evidence photos taken by the sheriff. Sabet told her he did not have the clothing.

Debbie had questioned everything about her brother’s death. His Explorer had been taken for a joyride. Someone had stolen Bull’s gold necklace and the pills left in his prescription bottles after he died. Why did his so-called friends let Bull lie passed out in the trailer so long? Why did it take them so long to call the sheriff? She was told someone hid her brother’s pill bottles in a stack of cinder blocks while the ambulance made its way to the trailer. They later partied with Bull’s remaining pain medications, she heard.

“I suspicioned everything when those things were missing,” Debbie said.

“Your brother died of an overdose,” Sabet told her.

There was also the pill residue—and an empty bottle of Lortab that belonged to the trailer’s owner.

“My brother did not snort pills. When you crush them, that’s what you crush them for.”

“How do you know your brother didn’t do that?” Sabet asked.

“Because he told me he didn’t.”

And she believed Bull. He had always been a man of his word, hooked but honest.



After Bull’s funeral, Dr. Kiser was frantic. For weeks that autumn of 2005, he kept calling Debbie, asking whether her dead brother had ever had an MRI and offering to pay for the film. In fact, Bull did have one. It was in a big brown envelope stored upstairs beside the prescription bottles. But why on earth would the doctor need the scan? Kiser had an explanation: He admitted to Debbie that he had no justifiable reason for prescribing OxyContin to Bull, and the authorities—Kiser wouldn’t identify them by name or agency—were starting to ask questions about Bull’s death.

Debbie was helping to care for an elderly man on kidney dialysis, and she still thought Kiser was a respectable doctor. She would call him for instructions about what color of dialysis bag to administer based on the man’s blood work. Balancing the chemical levels wasn’t easy. She respected Kiser’s medical advice and appreciated his help. He didn’t ask for anything in return. Even when Debbie heard about the charges against Kiser in February 2005, the news didn’t change her opinion.

“They’re saying they’re going to indict me over your brother’s death,” Kiser told Debbie.

Kiser was hatching a cover-up for Bull’s death, and somehow he had convinced Debbie to take part. At first, Debbie thought she was doing the right thing. She wanted to help Kiser. He had always helped her. They kept talking on the phone, never in person. Then one Sunday in November 2005, Kiser’s girlfriend showed up at Debbie’s house. Debbie handed her the brown envelope with Bull’s MRI tucked inside. She never looked at it. She couldn’t remember where or when it had been taken—probably at the hospital emergency room in Louisa, after the mine accident.

And now that her brother was dead, she was giving it up, just like that, a willing accomplice. She watched Kiser’s girlfriend—Debbie’s former sister-in-law—drop the envelope in the trunk of her car, close the hood, and drive away to Kiser’s new office in Ohio.

Weeks later, Debbie started having second thoughts. Everyone knew Kiser was writing prescriptions for pain pills. Why else would vanloads of addicts travel three hours to see him? She was helping the doctor who had written the prescription that killed her brother. Had she lost her mind? Had she forgotten her promise? Finally, she picked up the phone and called the Mingo County sheriff and then the prosecutor.

“I’ve done something I probably shouldn’t have done,” she confessed.






2 Prescription for Pain


In 2005, Americans such as Bull Preece were dying of drug overdoses in record numbers, and the DEA’s new enforcement chief, Joseph Rannazzisi, was determined to do something about it.

Fatal overdoses had doubled in six years, and most of the thirty thousand deaths were being linked to prescription painkillers, despite repeated assurances from the pharmaceutical industry that patients wouldn’t become addicted. In West Virginia, OxyContin was initially the pain medication of choice, then later Lortab. Both were being prescribed at unprecedented rates. Both were potential killers. Between 1999 and 2004, the number of West Virginians who lost their lives to accidental drug overdoses jumped 550 percent. The Mountain State had the highest overdose death rate in the nation.

Rannazzisi, a twenty-year DEA agent who had risen up the ranks to head the agency’s Office of Diversion Control, realized that traditional policing of doctors and pharmacists wasn’t working—it wouldn’t slow the avalanche of opioids. Instead, Rannazzisi and the DEA began targeting prescription drug distributors, which could act as a choke point in the pharmaceutical supply chain. The wholesale distributors were the middlemen. They purchased prescription pills from drug manufacturers, hauled them to regional warehouses, then delivered the medications to hospitals and pharmacies. The distributors were buyers and suppliers.

The DEA hadn’t paid much attention to distributors before, and that suited the companies just fine. Then, in 2005, Rannazzisi came knocking. The gruff, sharp-tongued DEA agent arranged a series of one-on-one meetings with the nation’s largest distributors—McKesson, Cardinal Health, and AmerisourceBergen. The three companies controlled 85 percent of drug shipments. They had the buying power to put a stranglehold on painkiller mania; Americans were consuming more than 80 percent of the world’s supply of oxycodone, and 99 percent of its hydrocodone. The DEA pitched the “Distributor Initiative” as an education campaign. Rannazzisi showed the companies examples of their own customers whose ordering habits and patterns suggested the painkillers were winding up in the wrong hands. Moreover, the DEA sent three letters to distributors over the next two years, outlining their responsibilities under the Controlled Substances Act, a federal law that had been on the books for thirty years. Aimed to create a tightly regulated distribution system that supplied drugs to patients who genuinely needed them, the act classified prescription opioids for their high potential for abuse. The distributors kept them locked up in vaults at their warehouses.

The face-to-face meetings and letters reminded the distributors that they were obligated to flag and report to the DEA “suspicious” orders—instances when pharmacies’ painkiller purchases abruptly spiked from one month to the next. Rannazzisi warned the execs that their companies’ licenses could be revoked if they didn’t abide by the law. The DEA followed up with five national conferences for distributors about prescription drugs and how to stop them from being diverted and resold illegally by dealers on the street. The companies had been put on notice.

The distributors didn’t exactly warm to the new program. They were logistics managers, not criminal investigators. They weren’t going to evaluate the veracity of prescriptions. They weren’t going to block orders. They were making billions of dollars a year selling opioids. The DEA was being unfair and unreasonable, shoving unfunded mandates down their throats. But the distributors didn’t push back. Not yet.



A decade earlier, the makers of OxyContin had unleashed a sales force that took the country by storm. Purdue Pharma representatives descended like locusts. They swarmed medical offices, pushing doctors to prescribe a new wonder drug that vanquished pain, everything from sore backs to toothaches. Their mission was to sell more Oxy.

Purdue, based in Stamford, Connecticut, armed its sales reps with sophisticated intelligence about doctors’ prescribing practices. The drugmaker bought the information from a research firm that collected the data from pharmacies. When Purdue’s reps walked in the door, they already knew the brands of pain medications and number of doses a doctor was prescribing, and even how patients paid for their prescriptions. The company preyed on family doctors, sending salesmen directly into their offices. Pain-clinic physicians such as Donald Kiser were the easiest marks. The sales reps knew far more about the drug’s effects than the prescribers. Primary-care physicians were busy. They were more likely to take a Purdue rep’s word that it was a disservice to patients, borderline malpractice even, to withhold OxyContin.

Purdue Pharma quickly figured out Appalachia was a ripe market for the drug. The region had a history of heavy painkiller use. Its workers mined coal, operated heavy machinery, putting them more at risk for accidents and injury. There was also isolation, poverty, despair. The little round pill could fix just about anything.

In West Virginia, Purdue deployed eight to ten sales reps—more than in other similar-size markets—on any given day to pitch Oxy. Their paychecks were among the best in the business. The regional manager for the territory that covered the southern coalfields made $238,000 a year, according to a report in the Lexington Herald-Leader. Field reps were paid $150,000 annually, a large chunk of that in bonuses based on sales. Nationwide, Purdue was spending $150 million a year on its field reps. By 2000, OxyContin sales topped $1 billion. It was the world’s bestselling painkiller. Then people started dying, first dozens, then hundreds, and Purdue and its aggressive sales strategy was fielding much of the blame.

In 2001, West Virginia became the first state to sue Purdue Pharma. Attorney General Darrell McGraw accused the company of coercive and deceptive practices that gave it an illegal monopoly in the pain-medication market. Paul Nusbaum, West Virginia’s health secretary, told reporters, “When you have rural physicians who are isolated and get visits from drug reps, they are told that if they don’t use OxyContin that they can be sued for malpractice.”

McGraw’s suit, filed in McDowell County, the state’s poorest and most southern county, alleged that Purdue courted doctors by paying their travel costs to attend company-sponsored pain-management seminars at hotels across the country. In turn, the physicians wrote excessive OxyContin prescriptions. Doctors were even prescribing the drug for migraines and arthritis pain. Purdue called McGraw’s allegations “completely baseless.” Its statement said, “We want the many thousands of patients in West Virginia receiving pain relief from OxyContin tablets to rest assured that nothing in this case or any other case will cause us to abandon them or deter us from making sure that our drug is available to them.”

By 2004, with the case set to go to trial, Purdue backtracked from that promise. A company lawyer filed a memorandum informing McDowell County circuit judge Booker T. Stephens that if jurors sided with McGraw and the state, the company would likely stop selling OxyContin in West Virginia. But Purdue didn’t stop selling its painkiller in West Virginia or anywhere else. Just days into jury selection, Purdue agreed to pay $10 million to settle the case. It admitted no wrongdoing.

The settlement dogged McGraw for years. Instead of being celebrated as the first attorney general to take on Purdue Pharma and win, he was castigated for how he distributed the proceeds. A conservative political group, West Virginia Citizens Against Lawsuit Abuse, or CALA, led a campaign to discredit McGraw. Funded by the US Chamber of Commerce, it advocated for changes to the courts that would weaken consumer protection laws, making it harder to win lawsuits against corporations. CALA leaders blasted McGraw for using a third of the settlement funds to pay outside lawyers who helped his office with the case, even though that was the agreement from the start. The lawyers risked not being paid a dime if the state lost the case. They also wouldn’t have been able to recoup the $400,000 they spent in litigation costs. McGraw shared the rest of the settlement money with state agencies, the University of Charleston’s pharmacy school, and eight community corrections programs. He was accused of using the settlement to create a personal slush fund. Many West Virginians bought the narrative, and his Republican opponents in subsequent elections didn’t hesitate to use it against him. McGraw’s top aide said, “The national Chamber of Commerce and Citizens Against Lawsuit Abuse have but one purpose: to take on any elected officials who regulate companies that are Chamber/CALA members, and to replace those elected officials with individuals who will not enforce consumer credit and protection laws.”

After the settlement, Purdue Pharma’s problems didn’t go away. They got worse. In May 2007, the OxyContin manufacturer and three of its executives pleaded guilty to federal charges of misleading the public about the risk of addiction from the drug. The company agreed to pay a $634.5 million fine for falsely claiming that its drug was less subject to abuse than other painkillers. Federal prosecutors in Roanoke, Virginia, not far from the state’s border with West Virginia, declared that their victory had put pharmaceutical companies on notice that they wouldn’t be able to get away with breaking the law to make a profit. A Justice Department administrator warned, “The things they plot in their boardrooms, the things they do behind closed doors, will not stay behind closed doors.”

The federal case against Purdue made McGraw’s settlement look like peanuts, that he’d been taken for a ride. It provided more fodder for his enemies.



The day before federal prosecutors announced their unprecedented plea deal with Purdue Pharma, a compliance officer at San Francisco–based McKesson combed through pain pill distribution numbers, searching a nationwide database to see whether any pharmacy customers were exceeding caps on drug purchases. Joe Rannazzisi’s warnings had seemingly spurred McKesson to start a Lifestyle Drug Monitoring Program designed to screen shipments. The company decided to limit its US pharmacy customers to eight thousand hydrocodone and oxycodone pills per month (it wouldn’t disclose to the DEA how it came up with that number), but the review of April sales orders turned up something startling: The regional warehouse in Washington Court House, Ohio, was shipping both Family Discount Pharmacy and Sav-Rite Pharmacy in West Virginia more than eight thousand prescription painkillers on average every day. And the two pharmacies were only thirty miles apart.

The compliance officer alerted a supervisor at McKesson’s distribution center in Ohio. “I have been going through the daily dosage for all DCs [distribution centers],” he wrote in an email. “Two of your customers really jumped out at me—Family Discount Phcy and Sav-Rite Phcy. We need to document those ASAP, and I would like to understand their business that would drive the numbers.”

Sav-Rite and Family Discount ranked among McKesson’s top customers in West Virginia, even though it delivered drugs to much-larger chain pharmacies in cities throughout the state. Sav-Rite was buying more than thirty-six times McKesson’s self-imposed limit. But that wasn’t what it was reporting to the DEA. That June, McKesson represented that it had spent three months reviewing all its customer pharmacies, including Sav-Rite. The distributor assured the DEA that the pharmacies’ drug purchases were “reasonable.” It didn’t mention the shipments flagged by its compliance officer, or that the problem in West Virginia required attention “ASAP.” It didn’t share the May 9 email with law enforcement.

Instead, the company put its trust in Jim Wooley. McKesson had Wooley fill out a form titled Declaration of Controlled Substance Purchases. The standardized form required pharmacies to explain their reasons for buying prescription painkillers and antianxiety medications. Wooley wrote that Sav-Rite “fills only controlled drugs from legitimate (licensed) physicians for only patients the pharmacy has a patient-pharmacy relationship. We do not”—and he underlined not twice—“do computer-internet prescription filling.” That was a useful reassurance, since the DEA was investigating Florida–based pharmacies that bought pain pills from McKesson and sold them to online shoppers with phony prescriptions. Rannazzisi had also sought to revoke the drug-distribution giant’s license to deliver pain meds from its warehouses in Lakeland, Florida, and Landover, Maryland, but the Ohio warehouse that shipped to Sav-Rite and other southern West Virginia pharmacies had so far escaped scrutiny. Wooley signed McKesson’s declaration form on November 1, 2007. He had given his word. That was enough. That was McKesson’s due diligence. Two weeks later, the company dispatched an employee to Kermit to talk to Wooley and tour the pharmacy. McKesson had never before sent someone to Sav-Rite—other than a truck driver to deliver prescription drugs. McKesson’s inspector quickly figured out what was going on, but it was too late. The prescription opioids had already been sold, with most, presumably, diverted to the black market—over 2 million pills, at a time when unintentional overdoses were increasing faster in West Virginia than in any other state.






3 Kings of Kermit


In the summer of 2007, Debbie Preece tore open a letter from a law firm in Charleston. They wanted plaintiffs for a class action lawsuit against OxyContin maker Purdue Pharma. She’d been looking for a way to strike back. But when she called, it did not go well. The woman who answered, Debbie recalled, told her not to expect much from a potential settlement. Your brother was an addict, the woman said, a drug abuser. That was not how Debbie wanted Bull remembered.

“To you, his life wasn’t valued at anything,” Debbie told the woman. “But to me his life is priceless, bitch.”

She hung up, then dialed another lawyer—Jim Cagle. They hadn’t spoken in years. She’d hired him to keep her out of jail, back when the Preeces were the kings of Kermit.

The Preece dynasty started with Debbie’s father, Wilburn “Wig” Preece, and his bootlegging and vote buying with moonshine, then the after-hours liquor sales. As the years passed, the family figured more money was in marijuana, PCP, and pills—Valium and Tylenol with codeine were top sellers in the 1980s. With cash pouring in, the Preeces purchased Cadillacs and Corvettes, speedboats, diamond rings, Nautilus equipment, and tanning beds. Debbie was married to the police chief. She served on the town council and ran the ambulance service. In Kermit, townsfolk called Debbie and her husband “J.R. and Sue Ellen,” after characters on the TV show Dallas, though she more closely resembled J.R.’s niece Lucy Ewing, what with her petite, curvy figure, blond hair, and penchant for trouble.

The Preeces’ activities were the worst-kept secret in Mingo County. The family sold drugs out of a trailer parked beside the town hall and police station. They posted a sign when inventory dwindled: OUT OF DRUGS. BE BACK IN 15 MINUTES. But more drugs were always to be had, a constant supply—the Preeces made sure of that. They had a railroad worker on the payroll. When the train rolled through town, he would toss bags of marijuana from the engine, the train never stopping, bag after bag landing beside the Norfolk Southern tracks, where they would be swept up in no time and deposited at the trailer beside the police station.

Wig Preece had bought off the sheriff, some of the county commissioners, some of the school board members. As Kermit fire chief, it was alleged, he also ran a “fire for hire” arson ring that gave Kermit the highest arson rate in the state. For those who had fire insurance the money was good.

The Feds would eventually take an interest in all this. In 1986, the FBI organized an undercover operation. The federal lawmen got their hands on a green boxcar, rolled it along the tracks until it had a direct line of sight to the Preece trailer, and sneaked agents in to take pictures through a telephoto lens. They camped out there for two days, photographing more than six hundred people going into the trailer that weekend. Wig figured out pretty quickly somebody was watching and sent his sons and Debbie to surprise the uninvited guest. But when they got there, the boxcar was empty, save for some cigarette butts, soda pop cans, and sweat-soaked undershirts. Now, worry set in.

About a year later, after the bridge leading into Kentucky was blocked off and telephone lines into Kermit disconnected, a convoy of state police cars, backed up by a helicopter, swooped into town. They arrested Debbie and Bull and Wig and Debbie’s mother, Cooney—practically the entire Preece family—that day. They raided Wig and Cooney’s home, finding $54,010 under a bed. The federal agents were surprised the Preeces didn’t have a bigger stash. Wig’s safe was empty, his prized coin collection missing. He never trusted the local bank and its safe-deposit boxes with his money and valuables. He was known to bury things, but he wasn’t talking.

All the suspects rounded up would later plead guilty, but Debbie and her husband changed their minds, fired their lawyers, rejected a plea bargain that offered probation, and put their fate before a jury. The trial drew national media attention, and attorney Jim Cagle found himself on center stage. A Georgia native with wavy salt-and-pepper hair and a baritone voice that comforted clients and soothed judges and jurors, Cagle had recently moved to West Virginia’s capital, Charleston, after a stint as a lawyer in a legal aid office not far from Kermit. He was dogged when he got onto something, shunning plea bargains and never backing down. He specialized in criminal defense. Debbie told Cagle she was innocent, and he was going to work nights and weekends to keep her out of prison.

For a week at the federal courthouse in Huntington, West Virginia, the government paraded witness after witness—drug runners turned informants, felons seeking to reduce their prison terms, undercover officers—who testified against Debbie and her police-chief husband. The prosecutors—led by a thirty-two-year-old, Harvard-educated assistant US attorney who’d left Boston and followed his wife to West Virginia for her residency in rural medicine—kept asking about marijuana that Debbie had hidden for her mother outside in the trash after Debbie had let that slip on the witness stand. A few times, garbage collectors had hauled the bags to the dump, and digging them out was a messy undertaking. In closing arguments, Cagle told the jury of six men and six women that Debbie had played no role in the family drug business, and to discount the witnesses who’d ratted on her. They had an ax to grind. They had something to get from the government.

“What’s your name and what are you in for?” Cagle said in his closing statement. “I’ve never seen such a lineup of witnesses.”

The jury found Debbie and her husband guilty of all charges—drug conspiracy, drug possession, and tax evasion—enough to lock them both up for a long time. Before her sentencing hearing, Debbie tried to orchestrate a deal to avoid prison. She offered to provide free ambulance service in Mingo County for an entire year in exchange for parole. But she needed the cooperation of the Mingo County Commission, and those boys had their own hands full with corruption charges, so they backed out.

A judge sentenced Debbie to ten years in the federal penitentiary, while her husband got fifteen years. The judge also fined her $105,000. Debbie was livid. In her mind, she didn’t get a fair trial. Not even close. Outside the courthouse, she blasted the judge, the prosecutors, Mingo County politicians, the whole rotten, stinking, corrupt system. Bribes, kickbacks, nepotism, vote buying, patronage, all of that. It permeated Mingo County, the whole state, and she and her family had been singled out, punished for their politics, treated like dirt.

“If I sold drugs, at least I gave something for their money,” she told the media.

The day she left home for federal prison in Lexington, Kentucky, to join Bull and her mother, TV and newspaper reporters waited outside. Her anger hadn’t subsided. She swore she would never return to the town the Preece family had ruled like a fiefdom. She would be the last of the Preeces to head to federal prison.

“I’ll never live in Kermit or Mingo County again,” she said.

The scandal put the Preece clan and the town of Kermit in the pages of Reader’s Digest, the Los Angeles Times, and People magazine, which played off the state’s unofficial motto with the headline “Almost Heaven? This Corrupt Corner of West Virginia Was More Like the Other Place.” National TV reporters also descended on the town to cover the bust. “In the foothills of West Virginia, in Mingo County, lies the grimy coal town of Kermit,” reported Mark Potter for ABC News. “Until recently, it may have been as corrupt as any town could be.”

For their part, federal officials celebrated the end of the Preece drug ring. For eight to ten years, something terrible had happened in Kermit, the lead prosecutor said at a press conference. Firefighters setting fires, cops selling drugs, politicians buying votes and silence. And now it was over. The Feds had sent a message. More than seventy people snared in the narcotics ring went to jail, nine from the Preece family alone, not counting in-laws.

“This case is the best thing that could happen to West Virginia,” said the prosecutor, who would return to Boston. “We reclaimed part of America. The area will never be as bad again.”

Debbie didn’t blame Cagle for her guilty verdict back in 1987. And besides, prison wasn’t so bad after the warden took a shine to her. She was released after three and a half years on account of good behavior. Debbie returned to Kermit, taking a job as a dispatcher for the family trucking company, then ran a motel, restaurant, and bar in East Kermit. One of the motel’s guests was a roofer in town helping to build the new K–8 school. They got married. Debbie sold the motel in 2001. She stayed out of trouble.

During her trial, Debbie had grown fond of Cagle—she always called him Mr. Cagle—and she didn’t know any other lawyers outside Mingo County, and she didn’t trust any of them. Corruption ran deep. So it wasn’t surprising that she would call Cagle some twenty years later to talk about her brother’s death. She wanted to hold those responsible to account. Sue the bastards. She set up a meeting with Cagle in Charleston. “We’ll need evidence,” he told her.

In the summer of 2007, Debbie filed a wrongful death lawsuit against Dr. Donald Kiser and Sav-Rite Pharmacy. The complaint, written by Cagle, was four pages. It alleged Kiser knew Bull was an addict but never examined him and wrote him prescriptions for drugs Kiser knew would be abused. The allegations against Sav-Rite were much the same. The pharmacy filled prescriptions that caused Bull’s death. It didn’t take much convincing for Cagle to take Debbie’s case. She gave him a tour of pain clinics and pharmacies in Mingo County. They also learned more details of Kiser’s arrest before taking his practice to Ohio. Not only had he been charged with trading prescriptions for sex, but he was also alleged to have written hundreds of illegal prescriptions at the Williamson clinic. Corporal Jim Smith of the Mingo County Sheriff’s Office was the arresting officer. Smith’s wife worked at Sav-Rite.

At first, Sav-Rite’s lawyers tried to get Debbie’s lawsuit dismissed. They hired a doctor out of Beavercreek, Ohio, who found no reason to question Bull’s prescriptions, vindicating Wooley, Sav-Rite’s owner, who filled the scripts. The doctor shifted blame to the addict, writing, “I see nothing wrong with the action of Mr. Wooley filling the oxycodone prescriptions for Mr. Preece. Neither the physician nor the pharmacy has control over how much the patient takes once they have been given a prescription and it has been filled.”

The pharmacy’s lawyers also raised questions about an August 8, 2007, letter Kiser sent to Debbie from jail while Kiser (inmate #1135259) was awaiting trial. The lawyers had requested copies of any correspondence between Debbie and the doctor, and she was obliged to hand over the letter under civil lawsuit disclosure rules. In two pages, Kiser referenced the “many favors” he had done for Preece, her family, and friends. If by “favors” he meant the illegal prescriptions he wrote for Bull and her sister, then he could rot in jail as far as she was concerned. He asked her to pressure a Mingo couple whom they both knew to pay back $5,000 Kiser had loaned them. “It is time you help me out in my time of need,” Kiser wrote from his cell. Kiser also revealed he was going to take a plea bargain to “protect” others. “You know how deceitful and crooked the feds can be,” he wrote. “They also threw up Bull’s death in my face!”

Sav-Rite’s lawyers offered Debbie $15,000 to drop the lawsuit. She wouldn’t settle.






4 The Easter Bunny


One Friday morning in June 2008, a private investigator parked his car in the post office lot in Kermit, anchored a video camera on the dash, aimed the lens at the front entrance of Sav-Rite Pharmacy, and pressed record. A light breeze rustled a paper sign that advertised a weekend billiards tournament at the Teardrop Inn. The sun baked in the blue sky. It was a beautiful day to pick up a prescription.

Jim Cagle and Debbie had hired the PI to chronicle the shopping habits of a clientele that hailed not only from West Virginia and Kentucky, but also Ohio, Virginia, and Florida—as license plates attested. The camera captured video of customers—dozens of them—going in and out. Cagle and Debbie were gathering hard evidence for the lawsuit that assigned blame for Bull’s death. They figured Wooley would deny any wrongdoing, but the footage would provide proof that he was running a pill mill. They planned to show it to the pharmacist before the trial, surprise him with it while he gave his deposition, see how he would react.

“It was my observation that almost every person coming out of the store was carrying what appeared to be a prescription package,” the PI would later write in a report. Sav-Rite patrons were spotted walking up to vehicles and exchanging the contents of the white prescription bags for cash. The buyers held wads of money. Bills for pills. Three or four times, a man in his twenties exited the store with a prescription package and motioned for others to follow him to a back alley behind the three-thousand-square-foot concrete-block pharmacy with the blue roof. The PI couldn’t videotape the transactions because customers were too close to his vehicle. A large bath towel atop the dashboard concealed the camera to avoid raising suspicions.

The private eye—Michael Rigsby, of M&T Investigations—drove back and forth from the post office to a nearby convenience store, keeping the camera trained on Sav-Rite. He recorded coal miners, in their blue coveralls fringed with reflective orange and silver tape, stopping to pick up prescriptions. Two women smoked cigarettes while standing beside the entrance. The drive-through window was backed up four vehicles deep—including a van with a BABY ON BOARD sticker and a four-wheeler. Three delivery vans also made stops that morning, their drivers unloading cargo stored in large cardboard boxes and plastic bins. The camera zoomed in on one van’s license plate. The Ohio tag was registered to a regional drug distributor, Miami-Luken. The driver was making daily deliveries at Sav-Rite. The stock of prescription drugs required frequent replenishing.

At 2:30 p.m., the investigator packed up his surveillance gear and drove around Kermit, searching for other places to park next time. He found the perfect spot across Highway 52, with help from Tommy “Tomahawk” Preece—Kermit’s fire chief and town councilman, and Debbie’s younger brother. “It is approximately 600 yards from the store, and is elevated above the area, allowing full view of the pharmacy,” according to his report.

There, he later delivered the surveillance tape to Cagle. After watching the video at his office, Cagle was about to do something he had never before done during his forty-year career. He had seen enough on the tape. He had heard enough from Wooley. Two people in Kermit had overdosed during the past two weeks alone. It had to stop. So Cagle started writing a letter to the US Drug Enforcement Administration. He wrote about the vanloads of Mingo County residents that Kiser’s brother-in-law shuttled to Marietta. The trucks and cars with out-of-state license plates that backed up at Sav-Rite’s drive-through and packed the parking lot as if a big-ticket country-western act had descended on Kermit. Forget about finding a parking spot at the post office on the first or fifteenth of every month.

Cagle wrote about Wooley’s other business activities that the surveillance had uncovered. In addition to Sav-Rite, Wooley owned a used-car lot and had recently placed a trailer on it. A sign outside said FAMILY MEDICAL CENTER. He was offering a free place to stay for roving doctors who worked at pain clinics and were willing to tell addicts to fill their prescriptions at Sav-Rite. What’s more, Wooley was building a satellite pharmacy—Sav-Rite #2—a couple of miles up the highway in Stonecoal. It would be attached to a new pain clinic—a one-stop shop for addicts seeking pills. It was brazen, and nobody was doing a damn thing about it.

“The decision to communicate is purely mine,” Cagle wrote. “I find the situation deplorable and tragic. It’s as if a whole region of people is suffering from an epidemic while a few are prospering while they feed the epidemic and misery which it causes.” He signed the letter and dated it. He included a copy of the PI’s surveillance tape and tossed the package in outgoing mail. He wanted somebody with a badge to investigate. It was addressed to Special Agent Dominic Grant, the DEA’s top investigator in West Virginia.



Debbie and Cagle possessed irrefutable video evidence that something sinister was going on at the Sav-Rite Pharmacy in Kermit. All they had to do was figure out the right moment to spring it on Wooley. Three weeks later, they would have their chance.

After finding a parking spot on a street in downtown Williamson, Debbie and Cagle entered a redbrick building and climbed the stairs to a second-floor hotel suite where Wooley had agreed to be deposed, to answer questions before the trial—a process lawyers call discovery. Cagle could ask Wooley whatever he wanted, and Wooley would have to answer. Or the pharmacist could plead the Fifth Amendment and invoke his right against self-incrimination. But that would raise further questions, more suspicion.
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