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AUTHOR’S NOTE

This is a work of narrative nonfiction; details are neither invented nor imagined. Italics indicate quotes reconstructed through sources other than the speaker. When I attribute thoughts or feelings to people, it is because they have described them to me, to someone else with whom I spoke, or in publicly available documents. I attempted wherever possible to verify one person’s recollection of an event with another’s, and where memories diverged, I included what I felt to be the most plausible and trustworthy account based on additional sources. Nearly every person named in this book was interviewed or asked for an interview.

Over the course of two years, I conducted more than 150 interviews over the phone and in broken-down motels, lawyer’s offices, an Applebee’s, and an upscale Italian restaurant. A few people asked for anonymity. On-the-record and anonymous sources are cited in the endnotes. In re-creating moments from the past, I tried whenever possible to interview more than one person who was present. I also relied on over 209,000 pages of documentation to cross-check and flesh out people’s stories, including police reports, criminal records, civil court records, trial transcripts, medical records, newspaper articles, corporate records, and postings in social media accounts.

Although the scheme in this book affected many women, I profile only three: Sharon Gore, Barbara Shepard, and Jerri Plummer. I am grateful to each of them for opening their lives to me. I selected them because they all eventually found attorney J.R. Baxter and because they are socioeconomically and geographically diverse. Regardless of where people live and whether they have a tenth-grade education or a master’s degree (or beyond), when someone convinces them that their health hangs in the balance unless they act, anyone can fall prey to a con.






PROLOGUE

In the fall of 2015, a horde of lawyers from across the country descended on Las Vegas and beelined for the Bellagio Resort & Casino. They weren’t in town to hear Britney Spears, immerse themselves in the Strip’s glitz and glamour, or answer the siren call of the blackjack tables. But they did harbor gamblers’ get-rich goals.

The draw: a conference called “Mass Torts Made Perfect,” held in the hotel’s grand ballroom, tucked well behind its famous musical water fountain. It was the nation’s largest gathering of attorneys who represent groups of people injured—or killed—by exposure to products like opioids or asbestos.

Some of the attorneys, the insiders, were already rich beyond imagining. Others, like the Elvis impersonators roaming the streets, were wannabes, eager to tap into the mass tort gold mine.

A mass tort is personal-injury litigation on steroids. It’s not just one fender-bender victim with whiplash out for a few thousand bucks. Nor is it a class action over $3 ATM fees that alerts consumers via junk mail. It’s hundreds, thousands, and sometimes more than one hundred thousand people suing over life-changing physical harm from asbestos-laced baby powder, NFL concussions, pacemakers, hip implants, and other medical products.

Ordinarily, plaintiffs expect to file a lawsuit and have a suit-and-tie lawyer usher them through to trial, where they can tell the jury how corporate wrongdoing wrecked their health. But in mass torts, a panel of seven judges decides which federal judge will handle all federal lawsuits with similar facts. Then injured plaintiffs from Alaska to Maine find their cases shipped off to a single judge somewhere in the United States through the process known as multidistrict litigation, or MDL. With thousands of cases mushed into a scrum, trials disappear and individuals become numbers on a spreadsheet.

At the center of these mass tort cases are real people seeking justice from large corporations. None of those people was in Las Vegas. This gathering was for their lawyers, who paid $1,495 each to attend. This event was about money and power.

Outside the Bellagio’s grand ballroom, three men registered for the conference. They’d jetted in on separate planes, lest one go down. Nine seasoned “spokesmodels” in electric-blue dresses sashayed around them in the hallway like roving disco balls.

“Come party with us tonight,” the women said, handing out embossed invitations to passing lawyers.

“They can’t do that,” snapped the woman behind the makeshift registration desk. “That’s like free advertising.”

With a snort, the youngest of the three men peeled off $10,000 in cash, slapped it on the desk, and registered the strippers, too.

The evening’s party hosts were Vincent Chhabra, his son and front man Michael, and Ron Lasorsa, principals in a company called Alpha Law, LLC.I

Though Alpha Law was billed as a law firm, Vince, Michael, and Ron weren’t lawyers, and their company was not a law firm in the usual sense. They were entrepreneurs who ran a call center that generated client leads. Their Florida-based business raised the hopes of women who’d been hurt, added their names to a giant database of “clients,” then collaborated with real lawyers willing to pay for the clients’ names—and to fork over 85 percent of their attorneys’ fees to Alpha Law, their new “co-counsel,” if they settled the cases.

Vincent was a first-generation Indian immigrant and dot-com whiz kid. His early online pill mill led to prison time, which got extended for running an online puppy scam. Out for a few years, he ventured into call centers that targeted women injured by pelvic mesh, a device intended to stabilize sagging organs and cure incontinence, but which left many women in diapers and debilitating pain.

Ron, a New Yorker from Long Island, was Vince’s stocky, tattooed business partner. He’d been a company commander at the Marine Corps School of Infantry, gone bald after two tours of duty in Kuwait, and done a long stint on Wall Street before getting fired, filing for divorce, and discovering mass torts.

Rounding out the trio was Michael, the twenty-year-old son Vince had been grooming to take over the business since he was six. At six foot four and 200 pounds, Michael was still growing into his lanky frame and taking classes at Ohio State. He looked nothing like his dad; he had light skin, blue eyes, and was six inches taller.

That night in one of the Bellagio’s opulent suites, the three celebrated with a lavish house party. Just months before, they’d sold the names of 14,000 clients to a Texas law firm for $40 million. Those clients were mostly women injured by pelvic mesh. And despite the sale, the trio had no intention of exiting the business.

Music pulsed as lawyers crammed in the suite to ogle the performing strippers. Some elbowed their way closer, others puffed on cigars or weed, and a chosen few leaned back to enjoy lap dances—plus less stand-up activities. Glasses filled with amber liquor, neat, clinked and sloshed onto the billiard table. Late into the night, the guys draped themselves with barely clad women in a photo booth, memorializing the moment. Remnants of white powder stuck to tabletops and bathroom counters. And mobile IV hydration stations stood ready to serve cocktails of vitamins, amino acids, and anti-nausea meds to take the edge off in the morning.

The music, the women, the open bar, the outfits—Armani meets Miami Vice—gave the soiree a Wolf of Wall Street vibe. The details of that night in 2015 vary depending on who you ask. Someone photographed prominent attorney partygoers in the act and “basically blackmailed” them into payoffs or future business deals. Whether the women or the Chhabras sprang the honey trap was never clear.

The next day at the pool, which had a golden fountain spouting from the middle, was a scene straight out of Animal House: Polo club lawyers sipped Bloody Marys and mimosas on one side, and the Alpha Law crew wrestled like bawdy Delta House frat bros on the other.

Led by “Savage,” a tough blonde, nine women clad in acid-blue bikinis and stilettos paraded through the Bellagio’s corridors. Advertising Alpha Law, they coaxed male lawyers to the rowdy poolside cabana.

Mike Papantonio was among the invited conference goers. “Pap,” as he liked to be called, presided as master of ceremonies. His law firm invented “Mass Torts Made Perfect” and ran it as a conference for elite plaintiffs’ attorneys nationwide to rub elbows and strategize, making him the unofficial president of the polo club posse. Even as the upper crust regarded Alpha Law’s members as parasites, some of the elite in pelvic mesh MDL leadership positions profited handily from their efforts.

Pap was surely not amused by Savage’s party; he’d already gotten an earful about the previous night’s shenanigans. He sent out a reproachful email saying everything and nothing at the same time: “A group of individuals… were involved during the seminar in business practices that we do not condone and will not tolerate.” Above the Law, a clever, classed-up National Enquirer for lawyers, filed it under “Conferences/sex” and mused, “Jesus, why don’t we go to these seminars?”1

Ron, Vincent, and Michael, however, were on top of the world, the new fat cats on the rise. All the lights of Las Vegas, from Planet Hollywood to Caesars Palace, lay at their feet.



The Bellagio’s grand ballroom felt much like its casino—ornate, windowless, sour with old cigarette smoke. Mike Papantonio strutted on a raised stage, his own face a hundred times larger than life on the screen behind him. With the gestures, voice, and pomaded hair of a televangelist, he introduced a panel of mostly white men in suits, a few female lawyers defending medical device manufacturers, and two illustrious senior federal judges wrangling big cases.

Oblivious to the evening and poolside shenanigans, I sat about halfway back, embedded in a sea of plaintiffs’ lawyers who routinely earn more on a single mass tort deal than I’d take home in fifteen years as a law professor. I’d long made noises about lawyers’ self-dealing—the stuff professors complain about over craft beer. I’d been invited to speak because I’m a national expert on mass torts, but no one really wanted me there. It was the inner circle, a cabal I’d tried to disband for more than a decade. Fighting nerves about my upcoming panel, I saw a text light up my phone. It was my boss, the law school dean. “How’s Vegas?” he asked. “Seal Team Six on standby.”

He was only half joking.

I was about to repeat a presentation I gave the previous week at Duke Law School, where I highlighted the astronomical sums awarded to a handful of lawyers chosen to lead mass tort cases by a good-ol’-boy network. That practice, I argued, enriched everyone except their clients, the regular citizens who suffered the actual harm. My remarks moved an apoplectic plaintiff’s lawyer to point across the room at his opposing counsel, leer in my direction, and ask, So are you accusing me of colluding with him?

I never used the word collude. “Just curious about these numbers,” I said.

That lawyer was one of eight attorneys who’d led a massive, multidistrict lawsuit against Johnson & Johnson, the maker of Propulsid, an acid reflux drug popular in the 1990s whose side effects allegedly included deadly cardiac abnormalities. I’d unearthed plenty about the business side of this famous case that they’d all prefer to keep buried.

Lawyers claimed the Propulsid settlements were worth between $84 million and $105 million total. But most plaintiffs—99.4 percent—got nothing. Only 37 of 6,012 plaintiffs received anything, and collectively it was less than $6.5 million. Lead attorneys like the red-faced lawyer had made money not only by settling their own clients’ cases but by spearheading the lawsuit. For that work, defendant Johnson & Johnson paid them—the plaintiffs’ lawyers (!)—a whopping $27 million.2

How could the injured get so little while their lawyers purchased private jets?

Now, surrounded by the Moulin Rouge feel of the Bellagio, I made my way up to the dais and laid out those damning numbers in the lawyers’ den, where I was the only thing standing between them and lunch with legendary running back Emmitt Smith.

But nothing would change. The status quo benefited the key stakeholders: The in-crowd of plaintiffs’ attorneys got richer. Corporate defendants found settlements cheaper by the thousand. And judges received accolades when massive cases settled quickly—despite secret terms that typically made the money impossible to follow.

Plaintiffs were the ones who suffered. I knew because I’d spoken with them when their lawyers had not.

Afterward, those titans of tort seemed to have retained only one thing: that they were ranked on a list of lawyers chosen to command these cases. Never mind that it was a roster of the infamous, not the famous.

I wandered next door into the exhibit hall, where rows of tables were strapped with plastic banners and heaped with leaflets, mints, lens cleaners, highlighters, and tote bags. Herds of plaintiffs’ lawyers in suits, buttoned-down polo shirts, and the occasional high heels meandered past vendor booths hawking services for everything from medical records retrieval and client ads to law firm loans and settlement administration.

Those were the invisible hands greasing the wheels of mass torts, hands that propelled injured people through a maze they knew nothing about. I’d written about the industry for well over a decade, but I had no idea how vast it was until I saw its inner workings on display. Only much later would I realize that it wasn’t so much a smorgasbord of vendors as it was like the Gorgon Medusa: When one head is removed, more sprout in its place.

Later, in the airport terminal, a slim, silver-haired conference attendee confirmed the snippets of hushed chatter I’d overheard in the Bellagio’s hallways. Something darker than lawyers’ self-dealing was stirring, and it involved pelvic mesh. An estimated 10 million women worldwide have pelvic mesh in their bodies, and hundreds of thousands of them were suing.3 The case would be bigger than the BP oil spill and Vioxx combined. Once the leviathan of profit for companies like Johnson & Johnson and Boston Scientific, pelvic mesh was now the white whale of liability for mass tort plaintiffs’ attorneys.

Pelvic mesh settlements were expected to total $11 billion, and everyone in the industry wanted a piece. Lead attorneys would receive $366 million of that in common-benefit fees for their work on behalf of all plaintiffs.4 With each plaintiff’s contingent fees ranging from 33 to 45 percent, nonlead lawyers would net between $3.63 billion and $4.95 billion, excluding costs. (As costs, one attorney charged a mesh client $575 for his steak dinner, $5,000 for his private plane, and $6,630 in interest.5)

And the injured women? Their settlements would average $40,000 before fees and costs.

Though I’d escaped Las Vegas without needing a SEAL Team Six rescue, I soon found myself submerged in the legal system’s gritty underbelly, tracking a network of con men, bankrupt surgeons, chiropractors, medical funders, and lawyers who yearned to be insiders—all of them willing to do anything for a buck.

In that legal netherworld, women weren’t just plaintiffs. They were cash machines.




	
I. There is now an Alpha Law, LLC, organized in New York that is in no way affiliated with the Alpha Law named in this book.







PART I The Players and the Game


Some six years after “Mass Torts Made Perfect,” in the fall of 2021, I received an email from Ron Lasorsa. His name rang a bell, but it took me a minute to place him. For seventeen years, I’d watched, researched, and studied the players in mass torts as though they were ants tunneling between Plexiglas walls in a toy ant farm. The month before, I’d spoken with a young Arkansas lawyer who represented the victims of a scandal that appeared in a New York Times story in April 2018. Ron’s name wasn’t in the Times, but I was certain that he was a background source for the reporters.

The scandal concerned a new wrinkle in the questionable practices of “lead generators,” a lucrative cottage industry that existed to gin up prospective mass tort clients for law firms through TV ads, social media, and anything else that might catch people’s eye. In this instance, a company had gained access to a huge database of supposedly confidential health care records and scraped the files to identify thousands of women with pelvic mesh.

Beginning in late 2013, an army of employees cold-called women, warning that their pelvic mesh was highly dangerous and needed to be removed ASAP. (Much later, that would turn out to be partly true: The FDA would ban mesh’s use to support “prolapsed” organs, but not until 2019. And pelvic mesh is still used—controversially—to treat stress urinary incontinence. But in 2013, the FDA was just conducting postmarket surveillance studies to determine whether it was problematic.)

Mesh extraction could be performed only by one of a few highly specialized doctors, the callers said, but those doctors didn’t take insurance. All was not lost, however: A loan to cover travel, hotel, meals, and mesh removal was available, and the caller would connect the woman with a law firm that would sue the mesh manufacturers on her behalf. She wouldn’t have to pay a nickel until her lawyers delivered a settlement, which would be so generous, the loan would hardly leave a dent.

All of it was too good to be true.

The “law firm” touted by the callers was Alpha Law, LLC, the organization promoted by Savage and her fetching spokesmodels at “Mass Torts Made Perfect.” It took no depositions, tried no trials, and sued nobody. It was a LINO—a law firm in name only. In reality, it was a Florida-based marketing firm that funneled clients to real lawyers in a manner that was illegal in Florida and everywhere else except Washington, DC. The DC loophole allowed those faux law firms to function as the real lawyers’ co-counsel on paper. By doing so, they’d get a whopping share of the real law firm’s contingency fees, typically 33 to 45 percent of the client’s award, rather than a significantly smaller flat fee for every potential client name they sold.

Ron, the man who emailed me out of nowhere, had been at the conference with Savage and the high rollers, riding high alongside his Alpha Law colleagues Vincent and Michael Chhabra. After selling his stake in Alpha Law in 2015, he’d pocketed $3.5 million. But before he and his partners had inked the Alpha Law deal, they’d opened another LINO dubbed Pegasus Law, LLP. With partnerships splintering and regenerating, there would be plenty of LINOs after that, too, all of which hid the truth beneath a mound of corporate shells.

Now Ron had $78.42 in his checking account. And he was ready to talk, to come clean about the secret world of lead generators and law firms. In one way or another, he’d been burned by all of his former comrades. He had a lot of scores to settle. “I’m going to take some hits. I’m gonna get sued, somebody’s going to fuck me up. You’re gonna watch the knife fight,” he said.

He spoke with urgency and an accent marked by Long Island. He promised to reveal secrets that only he could tell. “This isn’t the rantings of a madman,” he said, “although I will be accused of that.”

I was deeply skeptical. He was out for payback, but he’d also helped engineer the underside of the mass tort industry—a place that the polo club posse pretends doesn’t exist and will never discuss. My curiosity won. And as I dug into documents and spoke with other sources without Ron’s knowledge, his bizarre story checked out.

Ron was in his fifties by the time we first spoke over Zoom. He wore glasses, shaved his head, and sported a trim white goatee. His easy smile and infectious laugh could evaporate in an instant. Full-sleeve arm tattoos hinted at more. “Do I look like I fit in mass tort?” he asked.

His contempt for the insiders with Princeton ’55 hairstyles and Brioni suits was obvious. He said he didn’t mind being their gofer, “the guy they toss the keys to” when they arrive for the dealmaking. Isn’t it always “the help” who knows the secrets?

“I’m the barbarian at the gate, and I’m kicking in the fucking door to change things,” he told me. “And the elites have no idea who they are fucking with. I’m an angry, dangerous man, and this is my only outlet before I take it, you know, really to the streets.”

Over the course of two years, I listened. But there was one thing that struck me: Neither Ron nor the insiders at “Mass Torts Made Perfect” talked about the individuals chewed up in the machine.






TICKING TIME BOMB

On a Friday afternoon in November 2013, Sharon Gore answered a call on her kitchen landline that changed her life.

At forty-six, she was an avid runner with short blond hair, brown eyes, and a demanding job as the coordinator for special education in Horry County, a massive district with fifty-six schools washing inland from Myrtle Beach, South Carolina. She and her husband, Mark, lived in a small town called Loris, where he served as a state court magistrate judge. His parents were their neighbors. With just a few weeks left before her two children got out of school for Thanksgiving, Sharon had a million things to do and was headed next door to visit her brother-in-law and his family, who were in town for the weekend.

The call, however, made worries about relatives, menu planning, and Mom’s taxi suddenly feel trivial. It was designed to do just that. The caller wasn’t asking Sharon to divulge confidential information; that would’ve set off alarm bells. Instead, the caller fed Sharon the intimate details of her own life: her birthday, doctor’s name, and surgery date. The caller seemed to know as much about Sharon’s medical history as Sharon did, maybe more.

She’d given birth to her first child by cesarean section, and though neither she nor her doctor realized it, he nicked her uterus, leaving a pin-sized hole. Two miscarriages and two dilation and curettages came later, but the hole went unnoticed. During her second full-term pregnancy, the pinprick stretched to the size of a fifty-cent piece that cost her baby his life at twenty-seven weeks and nearly took her own. After Jacob’s funeral at Tabor City Baptist Church, she called him her “lifesaving baby” and was told that she’d never have another child.

Sharon’s third pregnancy came as a high-risk miracle. Each prenatal visit meant a five-hour round-trip drive through tobacco and soybean fields to the Medical University of South Carolina in Charleston. When her son was born healthy, the third C-section didn’t really matter.

After that, like many women, she’d developed a prolapsed uterus, which led to incontinence, which led to a partial hysterectomy that was supposed to fix the problem. But after three cesarean births, the muscles and organs in and around her abdomen were weak and torn, and she still had roving aches, sharp pains, pressure, discomfort, and incontinence. Her youngest son was now in fourth grade, and she didn’t remember all the details about the hysterectomy. She hadn’t wanted to trek back to Charleston, so to remove her uterus and cervix, she relied on her longtime gynecologist, who practiced in a one-story brown brick office across the street from the local hospital. She trusted him completely, there was a lot of medical jargon, and of course anesthesia was involved. So the finer points were fuzzy.

But the caller ticked them off as if reading expertly from Sharon’s patient chart.

“Are you having medical issues or pain regarding the mesh implant?” asked the caller, who then launched into a litany of “Are you having any pain during intercourse? Are you having back pain or abdominal pain? Have you had any urinary tract infections? Do you have to urinate frequently? Any tingling or numbness in that area?”1

Well, yes, thought Sharon, that was a problem. And that was a problem, too. So was that. As the caller ticked off symptoms, it was as if she had been with Sharon every time some unexpected complication surfaced after the surgery. The more the caller talked, the more anxious Sharon became.

“This is all from the mesh inside you,” said the caller, who explained that she was alerting Sharon and others that it was faulty and being recalled. “You have a ticking time bomb in you. It’s got to be taken out quickly. We’ll arrange it all.”

“Wait a minute,” Sharon said. “What’s mesh?”

“Oh, it’s wire. You’ve got wire inside you, and it’s eroding inside your system.”

What in the world have I done to myself? Sharon wondered. What is this foreign thing inside me, and why didn’t my doctor tell me about it? As part of the hysterectomy, her doctor implanted her with a mesh sling made by Boston Scientific and sold as Obtryx, but he’d never mentioned it, much less discussed its risks or benefits with her beforehand.

Outside the body, the mesh hammock looks and feels like a loosely knit bracelet made of fishing line. Easy to mold, the polypropylene used to make pelvic mesh is also used in Tic Tac boxes, drywall, indoor-outdoor carpets, Rubik’s Cubes, rope, car battery casings, outdoor furniture, and shampoo bottles.

Mesh wasn’t a newfangled device. For ages, doctors used it to treat abdominal hernias, mostly in men. Like superglue, it promised to hold organs in their rightful positions in some cases and to plug bladder leaks in others. With roughly 78 million US women suffering from incontinence—more than one out of every two—mesh was a potential gold mine for medical device manufacturers.2

If it worked well enough for a man’s midriff, why not the vagina?

Tacking plastic to abs is a far cry from pinning it to porous vaginal tissue in an area that moves with even a ladylike cough. But the Food and Drug Administration (FDA) asked far too few questions. Because clinical trials had already been conducted using men with hernias, the manufacturers could bring their new idea to market without testing it for a different use in women.

What the caller told Sharon was somewhat true, if overwrought: The mesh possibly could be dangerous. For years, the American Urogynecologic Society, which had close ties with the medical device industry, touted mesh as the “gold standard of care” and encouraged doctors to use it.3 Between 2008 and 2010, the FDA had been flooded with more than 1,500 “adverse event reports” from patients and doctors complaining about mesh complications, a 500 percent increase over the previous three years and far more than complaints by women who’d undergone traditional surgical repair that repurposed a bit of their own tissue.4

In July 2011, the agency warned that women like Sharon, who had surgical mesh supporting their reproductive organs in an open-weave hammock, had a greater risk of pain, bleeding, and infection than those with simple stitches that would do the same job (but that no medical device company could profit from). The FDA even issued an unusual mea culpa by retracting a 2008 public notice calling pelvic mesh problems “rare.” Two months later, the agency said mesh needed more stringent testing but did nothing to stop its sale.

In a perfect world, mesh manufacturers would have done clinical trials on women to demonstrate its safety and effectiveness for winching up pelvic organs before the products hit the market.5 But they did not. So in January 2012, the FDA took a better-late-than-never approach and ordered them to submit plans for such studies in less than a month. The agency also contemplated raising pelvic mesh’s risk classification from moderate to high. The high-risk category includes products like pacemakers and deep-brain simulators, devices that require elaborate consent from patients because they can be life-threatening if something goes wrong. But mesh would not be shifted to the high-risk category until July 2016, several years after the FDA first considered doing so.

Money was starting to pour in from jury verdicts and settlements, which motivated attorneys to launch massive advertising campaigns. In early 2013, several months before Sharon’s upsetting phone call, juries in New Jersey and West Virginia awarded plaintiffs suing another mesh manufacturer $11.1 million and $2 million.6 And almost a year after the call, a jury in Dallas, Texas, would award $73.4 million to plaintiffs injured by Obtryx; $50 million of that award was meant to punish Boston Scientific for hiding a study that could have made doctors think twice about implanting it.7 “I certainly wouldn’t hand this out to any physicians,” a Boston Scientific executive had written in an email.8

But the company had not recalled the product as Sharon’s caller claimed in November 2013.

Sharon arrived at her in-laws’ late that evening and said nothing about the call to anyone. The next morning, she broke the news to Mark. He was shocked but remembered her doctor saying something about a problem during surgery and putting in a sling, which he’d described as a hammock. But she could no longer ask her gynecologist about it. He’d retired a few years earlier, and she hadn’t bothered finding a new one since she no longer had a cervix.

The caller had offered to fly her to Florida to extract the mesh. And Sharon, who believed that the caller worked with Boston Scientific, was relieved that at least the mesh manufacturer was trying to fix the problem for her. But she couldn’t go immediately, as the caller urged. Even though she felt as though she’d been told she had cancer, she couldn’t abandon her family with the holidays hurtling toward them.

Come Thanksgiving, family would pile into Sharon and Mark’s place, a white Colonial-style house with a manicured lawn, basketball goal, play set, and backyard swimming pool. The whirlwind of activity would begin well before the big day, though, with people coming and going, the smell of sweet potato casserole and dressing filling the kitchen. Before Christmas wouldn’t work, either; Sharon’s two children knew nothing of her health predicament, and Christmas was about them, not her. So it would be holidays first, mesh later.

After all, she reasoned, the mesh couldn’t be that toxic if it’d been in her nearly a decade. It was like recalling a car part: It might go bad, it might not.

After several more calls about logistics with a woman named Donna Masi at Broward Outpatient Medical Center, when the day finally came in January 2014, all Sharon had to do was show up at the airport. Everything else had been arranged—a hotel room on the beach at the Residence Inn, a car service to the Marriott from Fort Lauderdale–Hollywood International Airport, and transportation to and from the doctor’s office. Over the years, she’d taken plenty of high-end vacations where flights, cars, and the day’s activities were all prearranged. It seemed plausible that a big pharmaceutical company anxious about thousands of lawsuits would hire a medical concierge to do the same.

She just needed to take someone along to be with her after the surgery. After talking it over with her husband, Sharon recruited her niece, a registered nurse. Over the holidays, Sharon had spoken with several different callers who, she thought, were also with Boston Scientific. All said the same thing: We have one doctor who can fix this. He’s a board-certified specialist in Florida, and he’s the only one who can do it.

She trusted that they were right.



At almost fifty with deep smile lines, wavy brown hair, blue eye shadow, and glasses, Barbara Shepard was a single mom whose two boys were grown and gone. Her gaggle of pugs—Pugsly, Patsy, and Peggy Sue—and wry sense of humor kept her sane while she piloted a school bus on the treacherous winter roads of Claremont, New Hampshire. Claremont is a former mill town nestled in the foothills of Mount Ascutney and surrounded by farmland. With a population of around 13,000, its claim to fame is that its native Sugar River is a tributary of the longest river in New Hampshire, the seventh-smallest state.

Barb, as her friends called her, lived by herself on twenty-six acres of land off a gravel road on the outskirts of town. Over the past twenty-three years, she’d fixed up her three-bedroom trailer, which she owned outright. She’d added a sweeping front porch and transformed the inside into an open floor plan heated by a wood pellet stove.

The harshness of January in Claremont was unrivaled. In 2014, daily highs hovered in the teens and low twenties. It was a miserable time for Barb. Her mother, who’d lived nearby, had died in December. Grief shivered through her daily.

She was sitting alone on the couch in the living room with the TV on in the background when her cell phone rang. The lady on the other end began talking with Barb about her pelvic mesh and how dangerous it was to leave it inside her body. She said that she was setting up appointments to remove it.

“You have a ticking time bomb in you. It’s got to be taken out quickly. We’ll arrange it all,” said the caller.

Barb doesn’t scare easily. She is the youngest of seven children who scraped by on their father’s twenty-five-cents-an-hour wage in Springfield, Vermont. When the father of her own children (whom she remembers as a drinker and fighter) left her, she chose to raise her two boys alone. She hadn’t wanted anyone else nosing in. And when her pugs went out at night, she stood guard over them, watching for bears while they trotted about, peeing close to the house. Her nearest neighbor was a mile away.

But now, hearing that news from someone who seemed to know everything about her medical history, Barb was petrified; she had backaches constantly—was it from the mesh? She initially thought the caller was from Johnson & Johnson, the mesh manufacturer best known for baby shampoo, talcum powder, and Band-Aids.

Almost two years earlier, in June 2012, amid a flood of lawsuits about other products, Johnson & Johnson made headlines when it announced that it was going to stop selling four of its mesh implants used for organ prolapse.9 Unbeknownst to Barb, the company maintained that the products were perfectly safe. They weren’t being recalled; they just weren’t going to be sold.

According to Johnson & Johnson executives’ own May 2004 emails, which wouldn’t come to light until 2018, mesh in the vagina can get “hard as a rock” and roll up like a “folded potato chip” inside patients.10

Eventually, the FDA’s own analysis found that within a year of being inserted, mesh had eroded in 10 percent of patients, piercing the vagina’s tender walls and damaging surrounding organs and tissue. The rogue plastic splinters sometimes triggered autoimmune responses or caused bacterial infections, vaginal scarring, organ perforation, and, yes, incontinence—the very thing the mesh was supposed to fix.11

Of the nearly 10 million women worldwide with mesh, roughly 10 to 15 percent suffered from complications.12 But the FDA did not stop it from being promoted, sold, and implanted for prolapsed organs until April 2019.13

“What do you mean you’re taking it out?” Barb asked.

Her doctor had inserted a J&J Gynecare TVT mesh sling back in April 2007 for stress urinary incontinence—something doctors still “fix” with mesh. After having two kids, she’d been wearing pads since her early thirties. Kegel exercises hadn’t worked, and the thirty pounds she’d gained after she quit smoking made everything worse. The mesh helped, but it wasn’t a perfect fix. She’d tried taking Detrol for overactive bladders, then switched to Vesicare, another muscle-relaxing drug, to help with leaks.

“You need to have it removed,” said the caller. “We’re setting up appointments in Florida in two weeks.”

“In two weeks?” Barb exclaimed. “I can’t afford to go to Florida. I’m working. I can’t do this in two weeks.”

She made $19.74 an hour working for Claremont’s public schools. To make ends meet, she’d taken on a second job as a machine operator at Whelen Engineering, which molded plastic into emergency lights. After dropping schoolkids off at their homes, she’d head to the factory to work from 5:00 to 10:00 p.m.

The caller told her not to worry, that they were paying for her plane ticket, a hotel room, and transportation to the hospital, but she’d need to bring someone to help her afterward. “Do you have a lawyer?” the caller asked.

“No, I don’t have no lawyer,” said Barb. So they paired her with one named Michael Gallant.

Barb was wary. She talked it over with her older son, Trevor. “Mom, it’s a scam,” he said.

She contacted her doctor, who told her she didn’t need to have the mesh removed.

But the callers were persistent and compelling. They told her that local doctors weren’t up to date on the latest medical news. Plus, she felt like her own doctor didn’t take her pain or incontinence seriously. And now she was getting calls from Gallant’s law office, too. “Wouldn’t you like to have six figures?” his paralegal asked. “You’ve got to have it out.”

Barb was unnerved, confused, and frightened. Six figures would be nice if Johnson & Johnson made a bad product that jeopardized her health. And maybe they were right about her doctor. She agreed to fly down in a couple of weeks to have the mesh removed and asked her recently divorced friend Debbie to join her.

She told the paralegal that she couldn’t ask Debbie to pay for meals and they would need money for restaurants. Plus, her younger son, Travis, wanted to come home after moving to Fort Myers a month earlier, which meant she’d need to rent a car to pick him up. The paralegal paired her with Coast to Coast Legal Funding, which, for $536 in fees, loaned Barb $1,700 as a presettlement advance. But the fourteen pages of fine print, which went unnoticed by Barb amid the barrage of medical retrieval forms, HIPAA forms, and patient consents, revealed a different amount: $4,000. Barb received $1,700 of it, but $2,300 went to a “preexisting creditor,” a company called Medical Funding Consultants, LLC, that paid for her plane ticket, hotel, and transportation. The fine print also tacked on a whopping interest rate. Even if Barb could’ve repaid the loan the following week, it would have cost her $9,072.

Gallant called Barb about her loan paperwork during her layover in Atlanta to make sure she really wanted him to sign off on it. She had no idea that she’d owe triple the amount; not that she could change her mind then.

She was anxious about the surgery as they landed in Fort Lauderdale. But her life seemed to be improving. By the time they checked into room 411 at the Residence Inn, she’d thawed in Florida’s warmth. The ocean was just outside. She planned to pick up Travis the next day. And soon she’d get the time bomb defused.



Jerri Plummer’s fourteen-year-old granddaughter was frantic with worry that her granny was about to die.

It was November 2014. Jerri was forty-five and living in her daughter’s one-story red-brick house in Benton, Arkansas. Not to be confused with Bentonville, the home of Walmart, Benton was a town of 30,000 located off Interstate 30, half an hour southwest of Little Rock. With four bedrooms and four grandchildren, the house had just enough space to squeeze Jerri into the front room.

Her life revolved around her grandkids, though she didn’t look grandmotherly. She had long, straight brown hair, glasses, a full face, and broad, soft shoulders. As the oldest of nine kids herself, Jerri was used to breaking up fights, keeping siblings in line with her feared piledriver move, and shifting lightning fast from baby talk to barking orders. Each morning, she’d rise around 4:00 a.m. and fry bacon and eggs or pour cereal into bowls to feed her grandkids. Then she’d put the leash on Bocifus, her family’s beloved pit bull, and they’d all walk the few blocks to school together.

Like Jerri, her daughter had her first child as a teenager. Jerri had been like a second mom to the kids, allowing her daughter to finish high school, a luxury Jerri never had. After school, her grandkids burst through the door, changed clothes, and headed outdoors to the park down the street. They jumped rope and walked the dog. Some weekends, she took the youngest ones to the Little Rock Zoo or drove them forty minutes to the alligator farm in Hot Springs where you could feed meat on a stick to the scaly giants, ogle a “merman,” and pet pygmy goats. On Fridays, they treated themselves to cheddar biscuits and shrimp at Red Lobster or headed to Shogun’s to watch hibachi chefs in tall hats set fire to onion-ring volcanos.

For the past few weeks, Jerri had gotten phone calls from a woman named Yolanda who somehow knew a lot about her medical history, including that she’d had pelvic mesh inserted to help with incontinence issues. Yolanda claimed she’d gotten Jerri’s information from an online inquiry Jerri made “some time ago” about her mesh, but Jerri didn’t remember that.14 (And it probably wasn’t true.) Still, she couldn’t bring herself to hang up. Yolanda told Jerri horror stories about all the things that could go wrong with her mesh, how it was defective, and how she needed to have it removed immediately by a specialist in Florida because no Arkansas doctors knew how to perform the tricky operation.

But there was no way Jerri could afford a trip to Florida.

She’d never been rich, though some years were better than others. Her first husband was a drinker with a mean streak, and after seven years of abuse she’d mustered up the courage to leave, moving her stuff out in bits and pieces. She’d loaded up her kids and never looked back. But she married again, and her second husband was no better than the first. On and off drugs, he’d done time in 1999 after shooting her in the abdomen with a .22.

“Turned my pancreas to ground hamburger meat,” Jerri said. “Nine days later I walked out of that hospital. I didn’t go out in a wheelchair, I walked out. God has a plan for me for something.”

They reconciled when he got out of jail, and she couldn’t quite go through with the divorce. But in 2012, he beat her, sprayed her and her dog with lighter fluid, and tried to set them on fire. She moved in with her daughter and took out a restraining order. Since then, she’d scraped by on her monthly disability payments: $750 plus $129 in food stamps.

After buying groceries and her many medicines, she often owed others. But she made do and was resourceful. When her cell phone was cut off, she’d find free wi-fi to communicate through Facebook’s messaging app.

Yolanda brushed all her financial worries aside. The trip and procedure wouldn’t cost Jerri a dime, she said. She’d set her up with attorneys who’d help her sue the pelvic mesh manufacturers and get her compensation for her trouble. Jerri wouldn’t owe anything out of pocket, not even for the airplane tickets and hotel. Jerri had a few aches and pains from what could be the mesh, old wounds from the bullet, or middle age, but nothing unbearable, so she tried to ignore Yolanda’s dire forecasts.

As Jerri sat on the bed in her room at her daughter’s house watching television with her granddaughter, whom she dubbed “Little Red” because of her hair, her cell phone rang. She answered on speakerphone. It was Yolanda again, urgent as ever. The message was the same: Get your mesh removed quickly, or you might die.

Jerri tried desperately to turn down the phone’s volume, but it was no use. Her granddaughter overheard everything: Her grandmother had a ticking time bomb inside her.

“Granny, please go, I want you to go. I don’t want you to die,” pled her granddaughter over and over. Jerri relented.

Yolanda told Jerri that before her lifesaving surgery, she would need to sign some emailed forms. But Jerri didn’t own a computer or have access to one.

A few days later, on Monday, December 8, 2014, at 3:02 p.m., Jerri’s phone lit up with a message from Law Firm Headquarters marked URGENT. She squinted at the tiny print on the screen, trying to make out what to do. Fortunately, it was simple; the online website DocuSign automated everything. All she had to do was hit a button, add her electronic signature and initials, and voilà—done. By 3:14 p.m., she’d signed and submitted all the forms.

She hadn’t read any of them. The typeface was too small, she had no idea what the legal terms meant anyway, and there was no time to haggle over details. Yolanda seemed kind and trustworthy, signing forms before surgery was routine, and moving ahead was the only way to quiet her granddaughter’s fears.






FISH IN A BARREL

More than a hundred thousand women received calls about the urgent need to have mesh removed from their lower abdomens. These calls came not from doctors, hospitals, or mesh manufacturers, but from a large, noisy room a few miles from Fort Lauderdale’s white sand beaches.

Right off the major throughway of I-95, at the plastic-sounding 1000 Corporate Drive, towered a gleaming seven-story, mirrored glass-and-steel building surrounded by palm trees, a lagoon, and plenty of asphalt. With its marbled atrium and floor-to-ceiling windows, it looked like the natural habitat of the midlevel bankers, salesmen, and project managers who own silk plants, live-tweet Tony Robbins events, and frequent Delta Sky Club lounges.

Instead, the fifth and sixth floors housed the bastard brainchild of Vincent Chhabra and Ron Lasorsa—a 40,000-square-foot mash-up of call center and trading floor. The space hosted a smorgasbord of companies Vince started, which were separate in name only—and often not what their names implied. Alpha Law, LLC, was Vince and Ron’s “law firm,” which wasn’t exactly a law firm but partnered with some real lawyers who were admitted to practice in Washington, DC.

Then there were the two call centers that the Chhabra family ran, PRGI, Inc., and Law Firm Headquarters. And finally the Chhabras’ crowning achievement: Excelium International, Inc.,I the holding company for all the others.

A chiseled gym rat, Vince favored a colorful unbuttoned Versace style that showcased his chest hair and gold chains. He wore gold-rimmed, rose-colored aviator glasses, his head shaved and glossy, and his goatee meticulously trimmed.

He was the heavy, a boss’s boss—and everyone knew it.

With the offices too small for his liking, Vince converted the executive conference room into his personal suite. Sitting at the head of the long table, he’d lean back in his chair and stroke his goatee while he listened. He talked of making billions of dollars without a hint of irony, said “We’re going to eat their lunch” in any competitive situation, and slammed his fists down in anger to punctuate his points. He appropriated the nearby bathroom for himself, forbidding anyone else from using it. Even pre-Covid, his pockets bulged with hand sanitizer. He had more dispensers placed on the walls around the office and refused handshakes.

Vince imagined the sparkling space would serve as an incubator for his new startup ventures and aspired to take over the top floor. To him, 1000 Corporate Drive was no call center; that term would better characterize his previous dump in Hollywood, Florida. He left behind the mismatched chairs, secondhand desks, and three-year-old computers to start fresh. This office was going to be magnificent. It was a $22,731.75-a-month Class A space designed to attract people “used to making six figures, high-performing salespeople,” he said. “I wanted to attract the best of the best type of people.”1

Visions of grandeur aside, 1000 Corporate Drive was more like a Star Wars cantina. According to Ron, to get the lease, Vince partnered with a guy he’d “met in Spain,” a euphemism for prison, who was billions short of Bernie Madoff but cut from the same dollar bill.

The vast space buzzed with energy generated by nearly two hundred operators in headsets, lined up in rows of low-walled, four-by-four cubicles. Choruses of “Are you in pain?” “It’s the mesh.” “Have you been prescribed revision surgery?” “Have you retained an attorney?” echoed throughout.

“It was like a Wall Street boiler room operation,” Ron said, “and it was fucking magnificent.”



Before south Florida became a beacon for call centers, it was a mecca for drug and alcohol rehab facilities. As part of their journey to independent living, those in recovery are usually required to find jobs. But employers aren’t lining up to hire people whose records often include petty crime as well as the possession of controlled substances. Enter the call centers.

Many of Vince’s employees were not the high performers he dreamed about. Still, he did his best to polish them up. He instructed them to wear slacks and bought them corporate polo shirts emblazoned with his logo. “We’d get people coming out of rehab, pay them shit, and bonus them. You couldn’t work these guys for more than four hours,” said Ron. They’d often burn out after six weeks. His own son Jarred was among the employees.

Marketing legal services through 1-800 numbers in late-night TV commercials or on highway billboards is old and pricey but effective. To offset costs, sometimes lawyers used cheap overseas labor to screen prospective clients. Having call centers take these “inbound” calls is perfectly legal. What’s not legal is unsolicited “outbound” calls to people who fit specific demographics, like women of a certain age or those who’ve had multiple pregnancies who might be experiencing incontinence issues and are likely to have pelvic mesh.

What happened at 1000 Corporate Drive was mostly the latter, facilitated by Indian companies that US medical insurers hired to manage patients’ electronic records. Buried in those medical records were treatment codes, birthdates, doctors’ names, and surgery dates—a gold mine for anyone who could deliver those leads to mass tort lawyers. All it took was a little nudge from Vince and the promise of a lot of cash. With patients’ hospital records, billing codes, and phone numbers prominently displayed on their computer screens, overseas operators could zero in on a prospective client with laserlike precision. They knew exactly who had mesh.

“Hey, you filled out a form online,” one might say.

“No I didn’t,” their mark would almost always respond.

“Yeah, yeah, you did. Remember when you did X, Y, or Z?” they’d ad-lib. At that point, the operator would recite the most intimate details of a patient’s health history to hook her before launching into a few basic screening questions. If the woman didn’t say the right thing to qualify as a mesh plaintiff, the operator would sometimes coach her about the right answer before transferring the call to 1000 Corporate Drive where Vince’s stateside smile-and-dial telemarketers took over.



By 2014, pelvic mesh had become the holy grail of mass torts.

Thousands of women had sued the seven mesh manufacturers. Experience with other medical devices like hip implants and pacemakers dictated that plaintiffs who had a faulty product surgically removed had more valuable lawsuits than those with the product still in place. Surgery meant medical bills, missed work, pain, and suffering. Surgery meant bigger settlements. And bigger settlements meant higher attorneys’ fees.

To lawyers who paid Law Firm Headquarters (the Chhabra’s mass tort call center) for client referrals and partnered with Alpha Law (the pseudo law firm Vince operated with Ron), the settlement value of a plaintiff with revision surgery could be worth ten to fifteen times as much as one without. But they needed women like Sharon, Barb, and Jerri to agree to surgery. That was where Vince’s friend Blake Barber came in.

Sitting across from the yawning sales desks at 1000 Corporate Drive was a walled-off section of operators run by Blake’s company, Surgical Assistance, Inc. Blake was a towering guy in his midforties with a shaved head who was ballsy enough to say things like “mind your own fucking business” when Ron tried to find out what he was up to. They spoke to each other like outlaws, threatening to fight, shoot, or wrestle each other into submission.

Blake reminded Ron and others around the office of Captain Lou Albano, a crazed pro wrestler from the 1990s who wore Hawaiian shirts, a disheveled goatee, and rubber bands dangling from face rings. Blake didn’t sport face piercings, but at well over six feet tall, he was a hulking figure who often dressed like a Hells Angel and dyed his unruly goatee flamingo pink, Smurf blue, or St. Paddy’s green. His face was tanned from deep-sea fishing, he desperately wanted a capuchin monkey as a pet, and he drove a massive Ford F-350—a truck better suited to general contractors than a former paralegal like him.

If the recovering addicts’ primary task was to filter out women who wouldn’t qualify to sue—namely, those who didn’t have pelvic mesh or who did but weren’t in pain—Blake’s was to amp up the value of their lawsuits (and attorneys’ fees) by convincing them to have their mesh surgically removed.

Blake sent an email advertising his services to all lead plaintiffs’ attorneys on the West Virginia multidistrict litigation steering committee. He and Donna Masi, the assistant at Broward Outpatient Medical Center who called Sharon Gore, would simplify life for women seeking mesh removal by setting up appointments and making travel arrangements. In exchange, all the duo needed was a letter of protection—in other words, a sizable lien against any money a woman might receive from her later lawsuit.2

Here’s how it worked: When a frightened woman like Barb, Sharon, or Jerri signed on as an Alpha Law client, she was immediately transferred to Blake’s “different” company, often during the same phone call.

Most of Blake’s operators were part of the same cubicle farm, however. Sometimes it was the exact same telemarketer at 1000 Corporate Drive who picked back up, opened a new script, made a “new” introduction, and launched the litany of questions: “Would you like me to help you get to a doctor that can help you?” “If we could help you get to a qualified medical provider who can help you resolve the issues you are having, would you be interested in seeing that doctor?” “Do you have a few minutes so I can get some information to best tell you how we can help you get to the right doctor for your case?”3


[image: A flowchart illustrates a scheme involving law firms, medical funding, surgical assistance, and settlement money in mesh revision surgeries.]
A flow chart of the mesh removal scheme



Blake overcharged women for travel arrangements and received kickbacks from the doctors; he also worked hand in glove with the medical funding companies that footed the bills in exchange for a hefty stake in the woman’s lawsuit.

Those funders’ business models varied.

LawCash, for example, loaned money on a nonrecourse basis: If Jerri didn’t win her lawsuit against Boston Scientific, LawCash would recover nothing. If she did, it would cash in big-time, recovering not just its initial stake but a heap of interest, too. Depending on the settlement’s size, Jerri might get nothing.

The other model was factoring. Doctors and medical practices who wanted to avoid the hassle and headaches of dealing with insurers, or who wanted to be able to treat uninsured patients, were sometimes open to unorthodox payment methods. Some might accept a lien or letter of protection, which meant they would not be paid until lawsuits like those that would be filed on Barb’s and Sharon’s behalf settled. That could take years.

But there was no need to wait. Surgeons could sell their unpaid medical bills to Blake or one of his medical funding company contacts for 20 percent of the face value.4 Docs got fast cash and, with inflated charges on the bill, still made more than they would on an insured patient. In turn, the funding company would hold on to the bill (the receivable) and, when a case settled, collect the full payment from the lawyers before the plaintiff recovered any money. If the settlement failed to cover the amount owed, some funders went after the women for the remainder.

Blake had gotten into the factoring business shortly before he filed for bankruptcy on the heels of a divorce. He created Medical Funding Consultants with a former chiropractor named Dr. Ihan Rodriguez, and thought of himself as a modern-day Robin Hood. But some who did business with him saw him as “a scumbag and a son of a bitch.”

He would later pitch potential investors in Medical Funding Consultants with an eye-popping figure: In May 2014, mesh manufacturer American Medical Systems (AMS) agreed to settle 20,000 cases for $830 million. “Approximately 85 percent of the law firm cases in this settlement are non-surgical, meaning 17,000 women did not have surgical care,” he wrote. Women without surgery would get around $15,000, but those whose mesh had been removed would average $230,000 each.5

Surgery, in other words, made a $215,000 difference, the bulk of which could be siphoned off to lawyers and funders.

Operators at 1000 Corporate Drive shifted into high gear. If the client hadn’t had her mesh removed, she’d be immediately transferred to Surgical Assistance. From there, she’d receive scare tactics, travel arrangements, a doctor’s appointment with someone who refused to take insurance, and a medical loan concealed within a DocuSign packet programmed to automatically populate her signature and initials throughout without revealing the totality of the packet’s contents.

At one point, telemarketers retained two hundred clients a day.

“Unbeknownst to me,” Ron said later, referring to the hot transfers from India, “we were shooting fish in a barrel.”
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THE ONE L

The same month Jerri Plummer signed a document agreeing to have her pelvic mesh removed, J.R. Baxter was a 1L, as first-year law students are known. He was ragged. For weeks, he’d risen at 5:00 a.m. or earlier, grabbed a Diet Dr Pepper, and hit the books. Torts was his last exam, and he’d studied for it less than a tenth of the time he had for others. A tort is a physical harm (a punch, a kick, an injury from a car accident or medical device), and the class is a mainstay of the pressure-cooked first-year law school curriculum.

Like Jerri, J.R. grew up in Benton, Arkansas, attending the same public schools where she was a student nearly twenty-five years earlier. But instead of a hardscrabble life on the south side with grandparents who barely scraped by, his childhood was filled with politicians, foreign exchange students from Germany and Czechoslovakia, and coon suppers at the Gillett Farmers and Businessmen’s Club.

Born in the spring of 1993, shortly after Arkansas’s own Bill Clinton won the presidency, J.R.’s earliest memories brimmed with political successes as Arkansas Democrats thrived in a blue-state movement. But by the time he was seven, he’d become the odd kid out in a red wave that washed in George W. Bush. With each passing year, Arkansas grew more Republican; J.R. stayed the same. His favorite baseball team, the Cubs, always felt like a lost cause, too, but he never quit on it, either.

That morning, in a large, windowless classroom in Fayetteville, his six-foot frame hunched over the contrived, convoluted fact patterns his torts professor invented for the final exam. The room was silent except for the sounds of his classmates typing and rustling pages. The entirety of his grade rode on how well he could regurgitate and apply the elements of negligence, battery, assault, nuisance, trespass, and product liability (his personal favorite) to the outlandish worst-day scenarios his professor had devised.

He glanced at the clock, then back at the multiple-choice questions. They raised quirky scenarios: If Bert pointed a gun at Ernie but Ernie didn’t see it, was it assault? If Betty had her gallbladder removed and then discovered the point of a scalpel still inside her, could she prove the hospital breached its duty of care without introducing any additional facts?



Tort law was something of a birthright to J.R. The morning his mom went into labor, his father, Ray Baxter, dropped her off at the hospital, rushed back home, donned a suit, and sped thirty minutes to Little Rock to argue before the Arkansas Supreme Court. His case involved a man’s injury in a car made by Ford Motor Company. Dean Massey had become a quadriplegic when the throttle cable assembly in his 1986 Ford Bronco stuck as his wife backed it up, making it impossible for her to brake in time to avoid him. Representing Massey, Ray won $7.6 million at trial, the largest damage verdict in Arkansas’s history at the time. But Ford had appealed, claiming that Ray’s expert wasn’t reliable.

As soon as Ray arrived at the Arkansas Supreme Court that morning, he hurried into the clerk’s office and explained his predicament. The clerk was a longtime friend, and he bumped Ray to the top of the docket. After the oral argument, Ray raced back to the hospital, arriving just in time to see J.R. take his first breath. After Ray won the argument, he dubbed J.R. his “million-dollar baby.”

The youngest of six siblings in an extended Brady Bunch family, J.R. was the only child of his father and mother. More at home chatting with adults than other kids, he was seven going on seventeen with a vocabulary to prove it when his second-grade teachers said he’d never read at grade level. That, thought his mother, Janet, was absurd. He had a learning disability that affected his writing ability, particularly when it came to cursive. He wasn’t dense.

Janet retired from teaching in the Benton public schools and homeschooled J.R. alongside the son of Dean Massey, Ray’s quadriplegic client. Zach’s mother had died in a separate car accident shortly before the Ford case reached trial. Janet took the boys to plays, the museum, and the IMAX theater. Though J.R. was five years younger than Zach and remembers little from that time, from an early age he knew that tort victims and their families were actual people, not numbers on a spreadsheet.

J.R. learned to read by memorizing words. By sixteen, he earned his GED and begged his mom to let him leave for college. They compromised on courses at Pulaski Tech, a community college in Little Rock. When that went well, at seventeen, he moved into a dorm room at the University of Arkansas, three hours away in Fayetteville. Making use of the university’s writing lab and choosing the subjects that interested him, J.R. began to shine.

Still in college, he told his dad that he’d really like to intern for the Arkansas Supreme Court—a position reserved for the best and brightest law school students. Ray laughed. “Anything else you want?” he asked.

Ray knew a few of the justices and called one to see about an internship for J.R. He could tell the justice thought J.R. was in law school. “But I didn’t straighten him out until after he said yes, at which point he wanted to crawfish,” says Ray. “And I said ‘Oh, no, but I’ll tell you what we will do. Let him come up there and intern with you, and after a week’s time, if you can honestly tell me that he has not been a genuine help to you—I don’t want him up there being a tourist—if he’s not an honest-to-God help to you, you call me up. I’ll bring him back to the house. We’ll have no hard feelings about it. We won’t even talk about it after that. That’d be the end of it.’ ”

The justice knew Ray well enough to know he meant it. Despite his misgivings, he gave J.R. a shot. “He didn’t even wait for the week,” Ray recalled. “He called me up on Thursday and said ‘Good God damn, Ray, where did this boy learn all this stuff? I’ve got kids that’ve graduated and passed the bar that can’t do what this kid can do, where’d he learn it?’ I said he probably learned it in the law offices of another lawyer like Abraham Lincoln did. Probably that of his father.”

Being homeschooled meant spending a lot of time in his dad’s office. Back then, Ray’s office looked as if it belonged in the New Orleans Garden District—gilded, steeped in history, and nothing like the faux Alpha Law compound that Vince Chhabra would launch over 1,300 miles to the southeast. Ray built it from the ground up to look like something from 1830, avoiding the telltale signs that might out it as new construction. His career, too, thrived from noticing the small things that others overlooked, a trait he passed on to J.R.

After his internship, J.R. was hooked. He applied to law school. When Stanford Law declined to accept him, he opted for Arkansas Law and was nearly the youngest in his class of 116.

With his dad’s torts practice, J.R. thought he’d love the class. He didn’t. His professor had just stepped down as the dean of Arkansas Law, and J.R. felt a kinship with her but not with the subject. It started with intentional torts like battery, assault, false imprisonment, and trespass. Each came with a set of cut-and-dried elements. To prove battery, for example, a plaintiff’s lawyer had to demonstrate that the defendant acted intending to cause a harmful or offensive contact with the plaintiff, and that contact occurred. Boring. There were few gray areas for creative lawyers to leave a mark.

But that changed a few weeks into the semester when the former dean showed the class the HBO documentary Hot Coffee. In that moment, torts clicked.

The film was about seventy-nine-year-old Stella Liebeck, who won nearly $3 million after suing McDonald’s over drive-through coffee that spilled into her lap. The sensational-sounding award made the case a darling of big business’s tort reform movement.

Players like Karl Rove and George W. Bush pushed to make state laws friendlier to doctors and corporations. By advertising jury verdicts like Liebeck’s that seemed over the top—$3 million for coffee that’s supposed to be hot?—reformers marshaled public support for changes like capping the amount of money a victim could be awarded. If a “runaway” jury was too generous, the judge would slash the award down to the permitted amount, which was sometimes as low as $250,000.

But the cut went deeper than that. Caps also meant cases were unlikely to ever be brought. Tort lawyers work on contingent fees, typically 33 percent of a plaintiff’s award plus the costs they invest in the case. A cap of $250,000 meant that attorneys stood to make only about $82,500. That sounds like a lot, but a single case over the heart attack–inducing drug Vioxx (which was billed as a pain reliever) cost lawyers between $1 million and $1.5 million to bring.1

Such lopsided economics could make it too expensive for lawyers to challenge companies like McDonald’s, Ford Motor Company, and Merck in states with damage caps. Sometimes the only way to get any money at all was to represent hundreds or thousands of clients injured by the same product. Mass torts rarely garnered big awards for individual plaintiffs, and corporations could settle in bulk for Sam’s Club prices.

Even J.R. thought the Liebeck verdict was excessive—until he learned what really happened. Liebeck hadn’t been driving. After the drive-through, her adult nephew parked the car so she could fix her coffee. But it tipped into her lap and went through her sweatpants, causing her third-degree burns, multiple skin grafts, and $20,000 in medical bills. McDonald’s never offered her more than $800.2

At trial, her lawyer revealed that McDonald’s policy was to keep its coffee at 180 to 190 degrees Fahrenheit. Any beverage served at 160 to 180 degrees can result in almost instantaneous burns that require surgery; the company had received over seven hundred previous reports of coffee-related injuries. And the jury’s “astronomical” award? Just two days’ revenue from McDonald’s coffee sales.

It was then, watching Hot Coffee, that J.R. knew exactly what kind of lawyer he wanted to be: someone who stood up for what was right despite the odds, who represented the “little” people against corporate behemoths. He loved underdogs, and even when money and power are aligned against the little guys (and girls), courts give them a chance. “A union worker that makes $50,000 a year can be on a level playing field with Ford Motor Company,” he said.

But nothing he would learn as a 1L would truly equip him for his first big case: Jerri Plummer.






GUM IN THE WORKS

Get-rich-quick schemes thrive in Florida like feral pythons. The first wave of hucksters arrived in the 1940s and ’50s, labeled south Florida swampland as “waterfront property,” and sold lots to returning servicemen whose mortgages were guaranteed by the GI Bill. Fast-forward a little over a half century, and in 2008, part-time Palm Beach resident Bernie Madoff ushered in the “Madoff era,” during which Floridians lost $5 billion to Ponzi schemes, surpassed only by the people of New York.1

Real estate and Ponzi schemes eventually gave way to new scams as south Florida became the nation’s leader in health care fraud: One podiatrist billed Medicare more than $7 million for foot procedures he never performed.2 Two brothers paid recruiters for patients with substance abuse problems, slapped them into an inpatient detox facility that gave them a “comfort” drink to keep them addicted, and received kickbacks from drug-testing labs.3 And a nursing home mogul bribed doctors to admit patients to his facilities so he could bilk billions from Medicare and Medicaid.4

When Barbara Binis first suspected that her client was being conned by the occupants at 1000 Corporate Drive, she headed the mass tort defense team at Reed Smith, a cutthroat Philadelphia-based law firm that is one of the nation’s largest. Tall and imposing with chin-length blond hair, she was formidable, despite her warmhearted, exuberant laugh.

She came from humble stock. Growing up in blue-collar Buffalo, New York, Barbara was the oldest of five children born to Polish and German parents who practiced their own strict version of Catholicism. Her dresses had to hit the floor when she knelt—unless she made her own, in which case her father granted her an inch and a half for the womanly value of sewing.

Her dad always held at least two jobs. Over the years, he drove a bus, had an insurance agency, worked nights at a trucking company, and bought, renovated, and flipped cheap houses decades before HGTV. Barbara and her siblings steamed wallpaper, stripped woodwork, cleaned, gardened, ironed, and cooked.

Her teachers pushed her toward higher education. But her parents couldn’t afford it and didn’t think college was appropriate for girls. “What if you married someone who didn’t go to college?” her dad would ask her. “How would you feel about that if you’d gone to college?”

She eventually met a Polish boy who rode the same bus downtown. For their first date, she whipped up a pair of brown-and-orange pin-striped bell-bottoms with a matching vest and orange blouse. Her dad said she looked like a lesbian. When her date said, “Wow, you look great!” she thought, I’m marrying this guy.

Two years later, she did. She followed him as he moved his way up, eventually patched together a college degree from three different institutions, and graduated magna cum laude. They moved to Washington in the early 1980s, and Barbara scratched her law school itch by volunteering in the DC Superior Court as a small-claims mediator. Hooked on the law, she applied to law school as her marriage crumbled.

At thirty-five, she started Georgetown Law as a single mom to a five- and a seven-year-old and had no idea that an obscure second-year class on multidistrict litigation would become her life’s work.

In the early 1990s, she began job hunting as a recession hit. She papered the wall above her desk with so many rejection letters there was little space left. Wanting to stay in DC so her kids wouldn’t have to change schools, she finally landed an interview for a summer job with Reed Smith, a nationwide firm with a robust DC office.

As Barbara settled into the chair across the desk from the interviewer, the first thing he asked was “Why do you want to come to Philadelphia?”

She’d never set foot in Philadelphia and didn’t want to. But a job was a job and she’d been there, happily, ever since.



Her specialty was representing some of the world’s largest drug and device makers in bet-the-company litigation. She’d defended corporate behemoths like Wyeth when it allegedly downplayed the risks of developing breast cancer associated with its Prempro hormone replacement therapy, Schering-Plough (now Merck) when plaintiffs claimed that its NuvaRing contraceptive device caused their blood clots, and Wyeth again when fen-phen allegedly damaged users’ hearts.

The defense role meant fighting some women who’d been grievously injured, often by dragging out litigation. The longer lawsuits lasted, the more likely it was that corporate defendants could settle cheaply; if plaintiff’s attorneys had shallow pockets, they might need a payday to fund their next case, and a hurt woman unable to work might need money now—not years later—for medical bills, rent, and groceries. That was the kind of ethical line dancing that lawyers like Mary Jo White embraced in representing the Sacklers, the family who sparked the opioid crisis with Purdue Pharma’s painkiller OxyContin.

Barbara, however, was not a marionette. Nor was she a mercenary for hire by the highest bidder. She drew the line at defending cigarette or gun manufacturers. But Big Pharma? It, she believed, was fueled by science, the most intelligent way to order the universe. Yes, data could be manipulated, and yes, corrupt doctors existed, but all in all, she thought pharmaceuticals did more good than harm. She felt no moral compunctions about defending the companies that made them.

She was in her late fifties in 2011, when a colleague she’d worked with on fen-phen tapped her to be nationwide counsel for American Medical Systems. At the time, a litigation nightmare was mounting for AMS as thousands of aggrieved women sued the major manufacturers of pelvic mesh. Barbara had handled big cases before, but this felt like being a chess grandmaster challenged to play two hundred games at once.

By the fall of 2013, over 10,000 plaintiffs claimed that AMS’s pelvic mesh poked holes in their vaginal walls, pierced surrounding organs, and caused nasty, sometimes life-threatening, infections. AMS cornered the mesh market in the 1990s by marketing its products to urologists and urogynecologists, which prompted Johnson & Johnson and Boston Scientific to promote their offerings to ob-gyns with far less medical expertise.5

Although those companies targeted women, Barbara had no hesitation about representing AMS. Technically, her client was global pharmaceutical company Endo Pharmaceuticals, Inc., which had made the unfortunate decision to buy AMS three weeks before the FDA’s first questions about mesh surfaced, but that mattered little to her. When she’d flown to AMS’s headquarters in Minnetonka, Minnesota, she’d been impressed by its salt-of-the-earth biomedical engineers and believed in the company’s integrity. Collapsing vaginal and rectal organs were a debilitating condition; mesh, she believed, was a viable solution.

Barbara became AMS’s unabashed advocate. Reed Smith dedicated eighty attorneys to the effort, and she coordinated with more local counsel around the country. Their effort wasn’t focused on trials—AMS had decided the best strategy was to settle, not litigate. But that wouldn’t necessarily mean easy money for victims.

In August 2013, the same month Blake Barber took over Surgical Assistance and four months before Sharon Gore and Barb Shepard flew to Fort Lauderdale, Barbara Binis was in her law firm’s Philadelphia office monitoring the deposition of one of AMS’s top executives. One of her partners interrupted to say that she’d just received an unusual call from one of AMS’s longtime experts, Dr. Andrew Cassidenti.

A California urogynecologist, Dr. Cassidenti said he’d been solicited by a group looking for surgeons experienced in removing vaginal mesh. “This sounded very weird to me,” he told Barbara’s partner, “so I kind of played along.”

It started with a phone conversation he had with someone named Otto Fisher. Fisher was a fiftysomething chiropractor who ran a host of medical corporations in New Jersey until Allstate Insurance Company successfully sued him and his sham organizations for insurance fraud.6 Allstate continued trying to collect its judgment against him for the next thirteen years, but Fisher didn’t care. He’d found a new gig alongside Blake Barber as a middleman in Fort Lauderdale. When Fisher called Cassidenti, he’d just gotten a forearm tattoo of his younger girlfriend, a model and server at Hooters, and registered One Point Orthopedic and Neurosurgical Group, Inc., in her name.

“Are you a doctor or an attorney?” Cassidenti asked Fisher.7

“I’m neither. I’m an entrepreneur,” Fisher said. In fact, he was a go-between for doctors and funders. He told Cassidenti that he was looking for a surgeon to remove pelvic mesh through outpatient centers and would pay $2,500 per surgery “whether it took 5 minutes or 2 hours.” All the costs of surgery were paid at a set, prenegotiated rate. “Some of the patients are crazy,” Fisher warned, “but most are reasonable.

“There is a federal judge in West Virginia,” he continued, “that needs to see key phrases in the operative report like defective mesh, bunched up mesh, and mesh erosions.”

“You are not telling surgeons what to dictate in an operative report, are you?” asked Cassidenti.

“No,” Fisher hedged, “but it’s just a game, and we have to play the game.” Cassidenti mentioned that he did a lot of expert work for both plaintiffs and defendants in malpractice cases.

“So then you know it’s just a game,” Fisher said.

He claimed that many “reputable surgeons” worked with him, and promised to send their names to Cassidenti later.

After a few days, Fisher followed up with a text: “Drew Make sure you speak to Dan from my office He left u a message last week He runs my funding arm and is my attorney point man Thanks Otto.”

“Will do,” replied Cassidenti. But he was wary. The mesh makers stood by their claim that mesh was the gold standard and wasn’t defective. Cassidenti used it routinely in his practice. He had second thoughts and sent a cautious text to Fisher: “Let me speak with your attorney first, see a contract and run it by my practice attorney as well.”

“There r no contracts as I said,” texted Fisher. “Feel free to speak to my lawyers I’m holding on to these Vegas patients by a thread Don’t delay too long;)) It’s $50,000 to u just waiting there ready.”I

Cassidenti wondered why patients with problems weren’t seeking help from the surgeons who implanted their mesh. But Fisher’s lawyer said that a lot of women didn’t have insurance and that even if they did, providers wanted to be paid more than the insured’s negotiated rate. Plus, women didn’t trust their implanting doctors, who often ignored their mesh-related pain and told them they were fine.

Cassidenti declined Fisher’s lucrative deal but nevertheless discovered his own name listed on a website he’d never heard of, www.surgicalassistance.com. “If you still suffer symptoms and pain from a vaginal mesh implant, please call us today,” read the text on the site. “We are not just facilitators but are also negotiators who act on your behalf and find you the best value for the plan of care you are seeking.”

Exasperated that his name was being used without permission, Cassidenti called the number on the web page. The next day he spoke with a guy named Blake Barber, the towering goateed wrestler look-alike who worked with Vince and Ron.

Barber asked if Cassidenti knew Otto Fisher, said he worked with Fisher, and that Fisher told him to list Cassidenti’s name. If Cassidenti didn’t want to work with Fisher, would he like to work with him instead? “No,” said Cassidenti emphatically, and he wanted his name removed from the website immediately.

After Dr. Cassidenti reached out to Barbara Binis, she summarized his story in an affidavit that he signed under oath. Then she issued a flurry of subpoenas to Fisher and his crew.
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