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UNITED STATES DISTRICT COURT
EASTERN DISTRICT OF TENNESSEE
JAMES TRAVIS ADKINS,
Plaintiff,
V.

No. 3:1682V-525

MORGAN COUNTY, TENNESSEEegt al,

Defendans.

MEMORANDUM OPINION AND ORDER

Plaintiff James Travis Adkinsrought this civil rights case, 42 U.S.C. § 1988 damages,
alleging that he was denied medical careserious medical needshile he was incarcerated in
the Morgan County jail in Wartburg, Tennessee [Doc. 35, Second@amp.]. This matter is
before the Court oa motion for partial final judgment filed by twidefendantsLucindaHeidel
and SuthernHealth Partnex Inc. (“SHP”) [Doc. 84] The basis of the motion is that the parties
reacled an agreement to settle and resolve their claims against one anottieatahdysigned a
settlement agreement to that effddt][ Plaintiff opposes the motion and seeks to have the Court
set aside the settlement agreement [Doc. 88, sealed]. For reasons below, thallCO&W
Plaintiff's request an6RANT Defendants’ dispositive motion.

l. FACTUAL AND PROCEDURAL BACKGROUND

As relevant hereRlaintiff suedDefendant Heidel, a licensed practical nurse employed by
SHP, for beingdeliberatéy indifferert to hisback and leg pa#-Plaintiff later wasdiagnosed as
havinga spinal infectior-in JuneandJuly of 2016 [d. at f 43:42]. Plaintiff suedDefendant

SHP, Defendant Heidel's corporate employer, for its failure to train Deafiéhtiadel to respond
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appropriatelyto inmates’serious medical needs and not to respond to such néddeliberate
indifference [d. at 1 7, 4342]. Plaintiff soughtten million dollars ($10,000,000.00) in
compensatory and punitive damagyesn Defendantsif. at 8].

After the parties were ordered to participate in mediationrtadiator reported to the
Courtthat Plaintiff had settled his case against DefendaeidgHand SHP [Doc. 83]. Defendants
Heidel and SHP filed a motion for partial final judgment based on that settl¢Dwmmnt 84]
supported by a copy of the settlement agreenfidat. 86 sealefl® Plaintiff responded in
objection to the motion and asked the Court to set asicdettiement agreement [Doc.,&galed].

Plaintiff attacks the validity of the settlement agreement on four bases [JocFist,
Plaintiff argues that there was no meeting of the minds with respect to a mateeial Pauniff
points to an exchange of emails before and after the signing of the settleggreshent as
objective acts by Plaintiff that demonstrate the lack of any meeting of the mindsntiffPlext
suggests that there was a mutual mistake as to a term in the settlement agreeméme. nBdtral
mistake as well as the lack of meeting of the miadgimentsas the Court interprethose
arguments, center amhat the mediatocommunicatedo Plaintiff regarding higthe mediator’s)

understanding of the sedthent.

1 Sections in the settlement agreement were numbered 1, 2, 3, 4, and 11, and section 11
endedin mid-sentence Becausesections 5 through 10 and part of section 11 appeared to be
missing the Courtordered the parties to file a sealed copy of the mediated settlement agreement
in its entirety [Doc. 102]. The unsigned settlement agreeméletd in response to that order
replicates the signed agment, except that the unsigned agreement contains eight words omitted
from section 11 of the signed settlement agreement [Doc. 104, sealed]. Thateeiphrase
refers to a federal evidentiary rede rule that is incorporated in the local rules eming
mediation SeeE.D. Tenn. L.R. 16.4(h). Under these circumstances, the Court regards that phrase
asimmaterial to the enforceabyiof the settlement agreement



The third problem pointed to by Plaintiff is that the settlement agreement is ambiguous
[Doc. 88]. The ambiguity, so arggeHaintiff, stems from obligations imposed on Defendants’
counsel trepare a formal mutual release of all claandon thepartiesto execute the agreement
Finally, so argues Plaintiff, there was no consideration for the dismidsalotdims and Plaintiff
reasonably expected that such details would be included in the formahsettiegreemerjtd.].
Defendant replied télaintiff’'s response and request to set aside mediated settlamedmtot
surprisingly objects to Plaintiff's requdfloc. 9Q sealefl

On April 25,2018 ,the motion for partial final judgmename before the Court for a hearing
[Docket Entry of Apil 13, 2018] For reasons set forth below, the Court will deny Plaintiff's
request to set aside the settlement agreement, will enforce the signed setiigreemtent as
written, and will grant themotion for mrtial final judgmentfiled by Defendants Heidle and SHP.

1. LAW AND ANALYSIS

A. Enforcement of Settlement Agreements

“A federal court has the inherent authority and equitable power to enforce agre@ment
settlement of litigation before itRodgers v. GormaRupp Co,.55 F. Appk 319, 320 (6th Cir.
2003)(citing Brock v. Scheuner Corm41 F.2d 151, 154 (6th Cir. 1988ThermaScan, Inc. v.
Thermoscan, In¢217 F.3d 414, 419 (6th Cir. 2000) (“This circuit has long recognized the broad,
inherent authority and equitable power dafistrict court to enforce an agreement in settlement of
litigation pending before it....” (quotinBostick Foundry Co. v. Lindberg97 F.2d 280, 2883
(6th Cir. 1986)).This inherent power stems “from the policy favoring the settlement of disputes
and tre avoidance of costly and tireensuming litigation.” Henley v. Cuyahoga Cnty. Bd. of

Mental Retardation & Developmental Disabilities41l F. App’x 437, 443 (6th Cir. 2005).



“[O]nce a settlement is reached, it is the party challenging the settlemeiieatthe burden to
show that the settlement contract was invalid based on fraud or mutual midthke.”

Beforea district court enforces settlementjt “must conclude that agreement has been
reached on all material termsRE/MAX Int’l, Inc. v. Relty One, Inc, 271 F.3d 633, 64816 (6th
Cir. 2001). “[A] settlement agreement is as binding, conclusive, and final as if it had been
incorporated into a judgmentld. at 650 (citingClinton St. Greater Bethlehem Church v. City of
Detroit, 484 F.2d 185, 189 (6th Cir. 1973)). Such a judgment “is in the nature of a judgment by
consent.” Kukla v. Nat'l Distillers Prod. Cq.483 F.2d 619, 621 (6th Cir. 1973).

The Court looks to state law of contracts to resolve disputes as to the enforcement of
settlemenagreementsCuyahoga Valley Ry. Co. v. U. S. Bank Tr. Nat'l ASSIb F. App’x 494,
498 (6th Cir. 2013) (“Because settlement agreements are a type of contrdotthgon and
enforceability of a purported settlement agreement are governed by stasetclamv.” (quoting
Smith v. ABN AMR®ortg. Gp. Inc, 434 F. App’x 454, 460 (6th Cir. 2011pee also Enl
Abatement, Inc. v. Astrum R.E. Cord7 S.W.3d 530, 539 (Tenn. Ct. App. 20Q@8hserving that
“[a] compromise and settlement agreement is merely a contract betweggrtibe to litigation
and, as such, issues of enforceability of a settlement agreement areegdweoontract law”).
B. State Law (Contracts)

As noted, Plaintifé attack on the settlement agreement is-fmanged (i.e., no meeting
of the minds, mutual mistake, ambiguity, and no consideration).

1. Meeting of the Minds

To have a meeting of the minds, the parties must mutually assent to a cdagiact.
Duff, No. E201601295COAR3CV, 2017 WL 2275801, at *3 (Tenn. Ct. AMpgy 24, 2017).

Whether a meeting of the minds has occurred is viewed objectively and entails lattkiadour



corners of the agreement or contract at isSMbitehaven Cmty. Baptist Church v. Holloway3
S.W.2d 592, 596 (Tenn. 1998)Plaintiff] aserts that it simply misunderstood the nature of the
contract and the document it signefin elementary precept of contract law, however, is that a
court will not look beyond the four corners of a contract or to the pantigsition when the
language othe contract is clear.”) (citations omitted). While the intent of the parties &b
of the settlement agreemastntrolsthe construction of the agreemeRtanters Gin Co. v. Fed.
Compress and Warehouse C68 S.W.3d 885, 890 (Tenn. 2001)t] he intent of the parties is
presumed to be that specifically expressed in the body of the [settlementefi€elt.; see also
Moody Realty Co. v. Huestid37 S.W.3d 666, 676 (Tenn. Ct. App. 200¥)ting theexistence of
apresumption that a writterontract signed by a party contains his intentions and his assent to be
bound to thets termg. Only if the agreement is ambiguowdl a courtexplore the intent of the
parties. Coleman v. St. ClajrNo. 5, 1991 WL 4254, at *4Tenn. Ct. App. Jan. 22, 1991)
(explaining that*[t]he parties’interpretation. . . can only be adopted if the language in the
instrument is ambiguous or uncertain

2. Mistake

To avoid a settlement agreement for a mistake, the mistake must be “inmogteratl, and
material to the transactiodnPugh’s Lawn Landscape Co. v. Jaycon Dev. C&PO S.W.3d 252,
261 (Tenn. 2010).In the case of a mutual mistake, “the intent of both parties must be clear and
must be the same.”Peatross v. Shelby CntyNo. W2008-0238-5COAR3-CV, 2009 WL
2922797, at *4 (Tenn. Ct. App. Sept. 10, 2009) (quoitingt v. TwisdaleNo. M2006-01870—
COA-R3-CV, 2007 WL 2827051, at8 (Tenn.Ct. App. Sept.28, 2007). Where a unilateral
mistake of fact or law is alleged, the mistakast be “induced by the other party’s fraudulent

misrepresentation."Smith v. BAC Home Loans Servicing,, 1982 F. App’'x 473, 476 (6th Cir.



2014) (citing Sikora v. Vanderploeg?12 S.W.3d 277, 286 (Tenft. App. 2006)) see also
Peatross 2009 WL 2922797, at *5 (finding that a term of a contract tsuixgect to modification
“where only one of the parties was operating under a mistake of fact or law ifstaéemivas
influenced by th@ther partys fraud’).

3. Ambiguity

Ambiguity in a ontract is determined based on the language used therein; if the language
“is susceptible of more than one reasonable interpretation the language is anibitylesuphis
Hous. Auth. v. Thompspr38 S.W.3d 504, 512 (Tenn. 2001) the language is clear and
unambiguous, the literal meaning of the language controls the outcome of the dRpaters
Gin Co, 78 S.W.3d at 890.Where the language in a settlement agreement “is plain and
unambiguous” a court’s only role is “to interpret and enforce cont@tthey are written,
notwithstanding they may contain terms which may be thought harsh and unjust. A couat is no
liberty to make a new contract for parties who have spoken for themseWestfield Ins. Co. v.
Rainey Contracting, LLONo. 2:15CV-247, 2017 WL 2484273, at *4 (E.D. Tenn. June 8, 2017)
(quotingPetty v. Sloan277 S.W.2d 355, 35899 (1955)).

4. Consideration

Consideration in a settlement agreement does not retjoae something concrete and
tangible move from one to the other. Any benefit to one and detriment to the other raay be
sufficient consideration.Calabro v. Calabrg15 S.W.3d 873, 876 (Tenn. Ct. App. 1999) (quoting
Palmer v. Dehn198 S.W.2d 827, 828 (1946)yConsideratiorjexists]when the promisedoes
something that he is under no legal obligation to do or refrains from doing [that] whick he ha
legal right to dd’ Id. at 877 (citation omitted) The existence of consideratidor a settlement

agreement can be determined on the face of theemgr. See Piccadilly Square v.



Intercontinental Const. Cp782 S.W.2d 178, 183 (Tenn. Ct. App. 198plaining that any doubt
as to consideration can be resolved by examining the settlement agreeletul promises
have been found to bsufficient consideration.”Bratton v. Bratton136 S.W.3d 595, 602 (Tenn.
2004).

C. State L aw (Release)

Under Tennessee law, “a release is a contract” so that rules of constructiapptirab
contracts likewise apply to releaseRichland Country Club v. CREquities, Inc, 832 S.W.2d
554, 557 (Tenn. Ct. App. 1991). “[T]he scope and extent of [a] release depends on the intent of
the parties s.expressed in the instruméniCross v. Earls517 S.W.2d 751, 752 (Tenh974).

“In getting at this intentioricourts] . . . do not determine what the state of the mind was of the
parties at the time the contract was executed but rather what their intention aetsiadky
embodied and expressed in the instrument as writRetty, 277 S.W.2dt 360, "in the light of

all of the surrounding facts and circumstances under which the parties dgtelldnd Country
Club, 832 S. W. 2ét 557 (citation omitted).

“[1]ln matters of unambiguous written instruments absent proof of fraud, misre@gsent
undue influence and situations of like character, the unspoken subjective intent of a paity is
relevant’” Peatross2009 WL 2922797, at *{citation omitted) “A general release covers all
claims between the parties which are in existence and within their contempkatielease
confined to particular matters or causes operates to release only such clainhg @sfi@imvithin
the terms of the releaseCross 517 S.W.2dt 752.

D. Analysis

1. Defining theissue



First, to clarifythe issue before the Couthereis no dispute about a material term in the
settlement agreementinstead, the dispute involvesraterialterm that, according to Plaintiff,
was omitted fronthe fttlement agreementin other wordsPlaintiff claims that the settlement
agreement itselloes not contain all terms he reasonably understood it to contain.

2. Meeting of the Minds

As noted, a meeting of the minds is tantamount to mutual a&eatOgle2017WL
2275801, at *3Ace DesigrGrp., Inc. v. Greater Christ Temple Church, Indo. M2016—00089—
COAR3-CV, 2016 WL 7166408, at(Tenn. Ct. App. Dec. 8, 2016 One means of showing
assent to be bound by the contract teilsrsgning the contractMoody Realty C9.237 S.W.3d
at 674 There is a conclusive presumption that a party who signs a contract knows its contents,
absent some kind of fraudroadnax v. Quince Nursing & Rehab. Ctr., LIX®». W200802130-
COA-R3-CV, 2009 WL 2425959, at *8 (Tenn. Ct. App. Aug. 10, 20@%jng Giles v. Allstate
Ins. Co, Inc., 871 S.W.2d 154 (Ten@t. App. 1993)) Philpot v. TennHealth Mgmt., InG.279
S.W.3d 573, 581 (Tenn. Ct. App. 20@@pserving that parties to a contract have a legal duty “to
learn the contents and stipulations of a contract before signing it”).

Here, Plaintiffandhis counsksigned the settlement agreemestdid Defendants and their
counsel There are no allegations of frand the part of Defendants. The Court, thus, presumes
that Plaintiff knewthe contents of the settlement agreemierciuding allits terms. The signing
of the settlement agreement, therefore, showsRlztiff assented to its terms and that he and
Defendants had a meeting of min@eeMoody Realty Co. v. Huestia37 S.W.3d 666, 674 (Tenn.
Ct. App. 2007)noting that the function of signature is to manifest assersge alsaCosper v.

United StatesNo. 1:16€V-320PLR-SKL, 2017 WL 6566141, at *2 (E.D. Tenn. Dec. 22, 2017)



(“The parties’ minds met in mutual assent to the terms, as evidenced by [thefplaisitjihature,
his counsel's signature, and the signature of counsel for the [defendant] . . . .").

3. Mistake

Plaintiff attributes th@bsence of a terfrom the settlemerdgreemento amutual mistake
The mistake, as made evident in Plaintiff's filings and in his argumethieabearing, ighat
Plaintiff understood that the termissing from the settlement agreemewnuld be contained in a
documento bedraftedthereafter? Plaintiff characterized the mistake as an honest mistased
on human imperfection, but at the satime acknowleded that Defendants might haved a
different understanding of whatas included in theettlement agreementClearly, Plaintiffs
characterization of the claimed mistakeaamutual mistake is at odds withis explanation as
which partymade thanistake Plaintiff has not alleged the elements of a mutual mist&ee
Robinson v. Brook$77 S.W.2d 207, 209 (Tenn. Ct. App. 19{8pviding that the mistaketer
alia, must have been mutual, material, and not due to the challengints petjigence)The
Court finds that Plaintiff, in actuality, is asserting that the settleragregemenis void and
unenforceable based on his unilaterial mistake.

As noted, a court applying Tennessee law may modify a contract based on unilateral
mistale, if the other party induced the mistak&ee Peatross2009 WL 2922794t *5. Here,
there is no contention of fraudulent misrepresentation by Defendants He8téPand no viable

claim of unilateral mistakeZion Hill Baptist Church v. TayloMNo.M2002-03105€0A-R3CV,

2 It was difficult to discern from Plaintiff's arguments in hpgeadings whethehe

anticipated that the release of claibsfendants agreed to prepaveuld contain an additional
termnot contained in the settlement agreenwnwvhether a formal settlement agreement, rather
thanthe settlement agreementiasue hergdDoc. 86, sealed]would be forthcoming. At the
hearing, Plaintiff identified the formal release of claims agdltbcomingdocument to which he
referred.



2004 WL 239760, at *3 (Tenn. Ct. App. Feb. 9, 200fx is well -settled that a unilateral mistake
alone by one party is insufficient for invalidating an agreement; it mustupged with or induced
by the fraud or inequitable conduct of the other party.”).

While Plaintiff argued that the mistake was not unilateral because Plainttfist iwas
different from Defendants’, the plain and clear language in the settlemeetagrt controverts
Plaintiff's understanding of the terms tfat agreementvhich renders his understanding of the
terms of the agreement ni@asonable.See Burks v. BeMilson Props. 958 S.W.2d 773, 777
(Tenn. Ct. App. 1997) (“[T]he court, in arriving at the intention of the parties to a contrast, doe
not attempt to ascertain the parties’ state of mind at the time the contract wastmduigther
their intentions as actually embodied and expressed in the contract as WritfEne’ Court
concludes thathe settlement agreement is not voidable due to keistadcannot be set aside
because of any mistake.

4, Ambiguity

The ambiguity, so positdadntiff, is thatthe parties agreed thaefendants’ counselould
prepare a formal mutual release of all clatmbe executed by the parti@sdthat this part bthe
settlement agreememwassusceptibléo aninterpretation that a fuller document with more terms
would be forthcoming. Plaintiff viewed the settlement agreement as preliminary, not fully
encompassing what was discussed at the settlement conference, and he believeatttadt a f

agreement would be turned in two days later.

3 Plaintiff characterizedopies ofa stream of emails exchangeetweenrhis counsel, the
mediator, andDefendants’counselthat he submitted to support his request to set aside the
settlement agreement as objective #utddemonstrad the lack of aneeting of the minds and
the existence ai mutual mistak¢Doc. 88, sealed]. Howeveas conceded by the parties lad t
hearingthe emailontained confidential informaticabout the mediation conference thahnot
be divulged to the Court without the partiesnsent. SeeE.D. Tenn. L.R. 16.4(h)The parties
did not consent and, therefotbee emails will notbe casidered by the Court.

10



Notably, the settlement agreement is labeledall capital letters, “SETTLEMENT
AGREEMENT,” and it does not identify theettlementagreement as preliminary ndoes it
specifythat a future “formal” settlement agreement will be draft@the settlement agreement
contains no conditional terms, such as “subject to” or “conditionédlarclear and unambiguous
terms, the sttlementagreement is a mutual release of the claimbeparties against one another
andconstitutes the final settlemenitclaims as to those parties

Moreover, he term “mutual release$ defined as “[a] simultaneous exchange of releases
of legal claims held by two or more parties against each dtiReleaseBlack’s Law Dictionary
(10th ed. 2014)The subject matter of theutualreleaseart of the settlement agreemeansists
of all claims thathe parties raised or could have raisgdinst eaclther. Thusthe settlement
agreement clearly ancdhambiguously expresses the scope oihtli¢ualreleaseand admits of no
expansion to includa termthat was not contained in the settlement agreement.

Finally, Plaintiff arguesthat the partiepromptly were to prepare and executéoamal
mutual releasafter the settlement agreement was sigaed that thisimpending document
renders the settlement ambiguous.isTdrgument is not well foundeahd the Court rejects. it
PNC Multifamily Capitalnst. Fund XXVI Ltd. Pship v. Mabry 402 S.W.3d 654, 66 enn. Ct.
App. 2012)(rebuffing contention thaa settlement agreement was unenforceabérause it was
subject to execution of more formal documentajion

The Courttherefore concludes that the settlement agreement is clear and unambiguous.

5. Consideration

Plaintiff's assertion that there was a lack of consideration likewise failsugedhe
settlement agreement on its face contains provisions showing consider@oosideration is

present when one party abstains from doing something he is legally emtidedBratton, 136

11



S.W.3dat597. Becausé[m]utual promises are sufficient consideratidd. at602, and because
the settlement agreemenbntains suchmutual promisesto release claimsthe settlement
agreement includes adequate considandtdoe enforceable.
[11.  CONCLUSION

The Court finds that, for the above reasdiajntiff has not borne his burden of showing
that the settlement agreement is unenforceabla the settlement agreement is valid and
enforceable and that the dispositivenotion filed by Defendants Heidle and SHP should be
granted

To sum up what the Court is ordering:

(2) Plaintiff's request to set aside the settlement agreement [Doc. 88, sealed] is
DENIED;

(2)  The motion for partial final judgment filed HyefendantdHeidel and SHP [Doc.
84] isGRANTED based on the mediated settlement agreement; and

(3) A separate final judgment will enter pursuant to Rules 54(b) and 58 of the IFedera
Rules of Civil Procedure, there being no just reason for delay.

ENTER:

§/J. RONNIE GREER
UNITED STATES DISTRICT JUDGE
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