
RISING STARS
Spotlight on up-and-comers

Ward high-fives a potential future lawyer.

When Wayne World’s brother first called DeVaughn 
Ward in 2017, Ward initially brushed it off. 

“I get calls like that all the time,” Ward says. But 
when he agreed to meet World, who was incarcer-
ated at Osborn Correctional Institution, he discovered 
a case more serious than he’d expected.

“When Wayne enters the room, he’s wrapped like 
a mummy,” Ward says. “They told him that he had 
psoriasis for two and a half years, and while they were 
telling him that, they were denying him a biopsy and 
a dermatology consult.” He developed severe sores 
over 90 percent of his body. 

World was eventually sent for a biopsy, where he 
was diagnosed with stage 4 skin cancer. He started 
reaching out to lawyers and firms, but no one 
would talk to him. After talking to World for just 
10 minutes, Ward knew he was looking at a six- or 
seven-figure case. 

“It’s a common thing that I see within com-
munities of color, where they have cases that are 
high-value with very complex legal issues, but 
they don’t have access to legal services,” he says. 

“There aren’t many lawyers that are will-
ing to tell these stories.”

Ward wanted the case. But first, he 
needed to be admitted to the federal 
bar and, since this would be his first 
federal case, find someone who could 
help. He teamed up with civil litigator 
Kenneth Krayeske.

Ward’s evaluation of the case was 
affirmed the first time he spoke to the 
AG. “I just got sworn into the federal bar 
maybe a week ago, and you’re offering 
me $100,000 to settle, and I haven’t filed 

‘Sunlight is the Best Disinfectant’
DeVaughn Ward exposes shady prison practices  
 BY KATRINA STYX

a single motion,” Ward says. “I was like, ‘OK, well, 
something’s going on here.’” 

In 2018, Ward and Krayeske saw World released 
from prison because his life expectancy was so lim-
ited, and settled the case for $1.3 million. But it wasn’t 
over. “Wayne was a piece of a larger systematic issue 
that DOC had already internally identified,” Ward 
says. One client, a 19-year-old, died due to lupus, a 
treatable disease. They have also uncovered rampant 
hepatitis C cases. “We represented a class of inmates 
which included every single inmate in DOC,” Ward 
says. The class action led to a multimillion-dollar 
settlement that is awaiting legislative approval, but 
will ultimately provide guaranteed testing, treatment 
and monitoring for DOC patients. 

Ward also has individual cases, like that of 
Tianna Laboy. In 2018, she delivered a baby on a 
toilet. “She was in labor for days, and they ignored 
her,” Ward says. 

The security investigation report, Ward says, “es-
sentially admits that … there were multiple breaches 
in the standard of care, that there was no OB-GYN 
training for any of the nurses at the only female 
prison in the state: things that show liability.”

But the state AG fought back, deploying hard-
nosed litigation tactics to try to push liability on 
Laboy and offered a nominal settlement amount. 

“It’s hard for me to work on these cases knowing 
that the state is doing these kinds of things,” Ward 
says. “And largely, when they do these things, it’s to 
people from communities of color.”

Butting heads with the state means adopting 
a new legal strategy. “What I found is it’s impor-
tant to control the public narrative,” he says. “I 
think that we’ve done a pretty good job at getting 
a number of these stories press coverage, and I 
believe that moved the needle. Sunlight is the best 
disinfectant, right?”

The DOC has made changes to its health care, 
but to Ward, conditions aren’t better. DOC canceled 
its contract with UConn—the agency that provided 
care—during World’s case, but hasn’t replaced it. 
“Unfortunately, I think DOC is in a worse position 
now than they were when UConn was handling their 
health care because there are no real medical profes-
sionals, essentially,” Ward says. “There’s been some 
progress, but certainly not enough.” 
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As an elementary student, 
Ward met attorney John 
Brittain at school and saw  
his future. Now he’s paying  
it forward.

In 2015, he and pastor AJ 
Johnson gathered more than 
100 Black professionals to 
meet students at school. “We 
really wanted to do something 
to encourage the students 
to take their education 
seriously, but also to change 
the narrative around our 
community,” Ward says. 

The event has since expanded 
to four Hartford schools. “I 
see so much of myself in those 
kids,” Ward says.

PERSONAL ACCOUNT
Telling their stories

In 1975, professional tennis player Renée Richards 
underwent sex reassignment surgery after decades 
of struggling with her birth-assigned gender. She 
then moved to the West Coast to start over as an 
ophthalmologist. It wasn’t long before she began 
hitting again and, eventually, signing up for tour-
naments. But when she attempted to compete in 
the 1976 U.S. Open as a woman, the United States 
Tennis Association (USTA) barred her. So she sued 
for gender discrimination. 

The following summer, Michael Cacace—then a 
second-year student at New York Law School—was 
interning at Saxe, Bacon & Bolan in New York City 
when the Richards suit landed on the firm’s docket. 

His tasks? Gather facts and help write an argu-
ment for why Richards should be allowed to play, 
as a woman, in the 1977 U.S. Open.

“It was a very novel case,” says Cacace. “I will 
confess, I was ignorant of the whole notion of the 
transgender community at the time, and got a very 
quick education from all the doctors I dealt with.”

That summer, Cacace met psychologist Dr. John 
Money at Johns Hopkins. “At that time, he was the 
leading expert in terms of gender changes,” Ca-
cace says. “Based on that information, we crafted 
a lengthy affidavit, which he executed. We then got 
additional affidavits from a number of other doc-
tors. … Ultimately, each of the doctors we submit-
ted affidavits from concluded that Richards was a 
female in 1977.”

From there, Cacace helped the firm find a 
then-recent New York statute that outlawed sex 
discrimination based on gender. “We made an ar-
gument using that law protecting Renée Richards 
and the fact that she was a woman, and was there-
fore being discriminated against,” he says. “When 
we put the argument together, we felt we had a 
very strong case. Given the social views in 1977, we 
feared a judge might find it more comfortable to 
deny the preliminary injunction we sought.”

Cacace says the firm and Richards also received 
support from some of the tennis stars of the day. 
“Billie Jean King submitted an affidavit in favor 
of her playing. Martina Navratilova was also a 
supporter,” he says. “But there were other tennis 
players who literally wore T-shirts that said: ‘Renée 
go home.’” 

'A Quick Education'
The case that introduced Michael Cacace to the transgender community  
and to the law BY ANDREW BRANDT 

The firm began work on the case around June 
1977, and by August, Judge Alfred Ascione of 
the New York Supreme Court had granted the 
injunction. From there, the USTA allowed Rich-
ards to compete in that year’s U.S. Open tourna-
ment. Combating the USTA’s claim that allowing 
Richards to play would encourage other athletes 
to undergo gender-reassignment surgery to flood 
women’s sports, Judge Ascione wrote, “When an 
individual such as plaintiff, a successful physician, 
a husband and father, finds it necessary for his own 
mental sanity to undergo a sex reassignment, the 
unfounded fears and misconceptions of defen-
dants must give way to the overwhelming medical 
evidence that this person is now female.”

“We had a very courageous and bold judge,” 
Cacace says.

The year after, when Cacace was a 3L, a profes-
sor name-checked the case, not knowing one of his 
students worked on it. 

“He said the court reached the right result but 
based on the wrong legal theory,” Cacace says. “I 
had a little argument with him over that.”

For Cacace, who was attending law school with 
the goal of entering public service, the Richards 
case opened his eyes. “This case taught me that 
the law can have as big—if not bigger—an impact 
on public policy than the career path I was on,” he 
says. “I fell in love with practicing law.”

Richards wound up 
competing at the U.S. 
Open in women’s sin-
gles and doubles that 
August. Though she 
lost in the first round in 
singles, she advanced 
to the finals in doubles. 
She retired from tennis 
in 1981.

 “The fact that, now, 
more than 40 years 
later, we’re still having 
debates over these 
issues is interesting,” 
says Cacace. “It shows 
that society still moves 
very slowly.” 
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Renée Richards poses for a portrait at her home in Carmel, 
New York, March 25, 2015.
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