


2  |  THE DOCKET - MAY 2026



Are you or your f irm interested 
in contributing to The Docket?

Submit article ideas here: 
scba@sarasotabar.com

SUBMIT AN ARTICLE

FOLLOW US SarasotaBar @scba.yld SarasotaCountyBarAssociation@scba_sarasota

CONTACT US

2002 RINGLING BLVD
SARASOTA, FL 34237

941.861.8180

SCBA@SARASOTABAR.COM

SARASOTABAR.COM

mailto:scba@sarasotabar.com
https://www.facebook.com/SarasotaBar
https://www.instagram.com/SCBA.YLD/
https://www.linkedin.com/company/sarasota-county-bar-association/?fbclid=IwY2xjawNzNKtleHRuA2FlbQIxMABicmlkETFRS2Q1Sk93OVlTODV2b3daAR46-xV-h34-530NUBIgrQ5T3hh5muHz-d58EYPq0YPNjH9Y6rFMP0c0CntlHg_aem_fPc3TUsvZXxjAJpReE72Dg
https://www.instagram.com/scba_sarasota/
mailto:scba@sarasotabar.com
SARASOTABAR.COM


THANK  
YOU

Learn more about  
Giving Challenge results at 

GivingChallenge.org

for being the one to  
make a difference.

https://www.cfsarasota.org/


THE DOCKET - MAY 2026 |  5  

SENIOR JUNIOR

GOLD SILVERPLATINUM

OF COUNSELEQUITY 

5  |  THE DOCKET - MAY 2026

https://www.cfsarasota.org/
https://www.mallardperez.com/
https://www.ozk.com/personal/
https://www.southstatebank.com/personal
https://www.veritext.com/
https://bgk.law/
https://www.johnchapmanlaw.com/
https://icardmerrill.com/
https://www.williamsparker.com/
https://halelaw.com/
https://loftuslaw.net/
https://www.saintstephens.org/
https://www.saintstephens.org/
https://cogentbank.com/
https://aceintelinvestigations.com/


6  |  THE DOCKET - MAY 2026

As we approach Mother’s Day, 
we take a moment to recognize 
the many individuals within our 
legal community who balance the 
demands of their profession with the 
equally important responsibilities of 
caregiving and mentorship.

The practice of law requires time, 
focus, and commitment, often 
alongside family responsibilities that 
are just as significant. Whether as 
parents, caregivers, or mentors, many 
of our members play a vital role both 
in their work and in the lives of others.
 
We extend our appreciation to those 
who support, guide, and care for 
the next generation, and to all who 
contribute to strengthening both our 
profession and our community.

6  |  THE DOCKET - MAY 2026



THE DOCKET - MAY 2026 |  7  

https://www.mallardperez.com/


8  |  THE DOCKET - MAY 2026

By: Sara Castro, Esq.
Castro Potts Law Firm PLLC

As the Sarasota County Bar Association enters its centennial 
year, we have found ourselves reflecting not only on where 
we have been, but more importantly, where we are going.

For decades, the SCBA, like many bar associations, has re-
lied on a section-based model to deliver programming, 
foster collegiality, and provide opportunities for profession-
al growth. Those sections have served an important role in 
building community among practitioners with shared inter-
ests, and we are grateful for the many members who have 
devoted their time and energy to making them successful.

At the same time, the practice of law, and the way we all 
choose to spend our time, has evolved. Across professions, 
membership organizations are facing a common challenge: 
people are more intentional than ever about how they allo-
cate their time outside of work. For lawyers, that means bal-
ancing demanding practices with family, wellness, and the 
limited time available for professional engagement.

We have listened.

Over the past year, the SCBA has been working behind the 
scenes, devoting significant time and effort, to better un-
derstand how we can deliver greater value to our members. 
We have taken a hard look at attendance patterns, member 
feedback, and the types of programming that truly resonate. 
The conclusion has been clear: our members are not looking 
for more programming. They are looking for better program-
ming.

Programming that is relevant and unique to our local bar. 
We want to ensure it is worth stepping away from your desk, 
logging onto Zoom, or giving up time you might otherwise 
spend with family or on well-earned downtime. With that in 
mind, we are excited to share a significant evolution in how 
the SCBA approaches member engagement.

Beginning in the 2026-2027 bar year, the SCBA is transition-
ing from a traditional section-based structure to a central-
ized Programs Committee model. Practice-area-specific 
programming will remain a core part of our offerings, now 
delivered through a more coordinated and strategic struc-
ture. This change is designed to modernize our organization 
and allow us to deliver more intentional, higher-quality pro-
gramming across all practice areas. This initiative was born 
out of our annual, all-day strategic planning session last year 
under the leadership of then-President Bryan Kessler. What 
began as a thoughtful discussion about how to better serve 
our members has evolved into a year-long effort, with count-
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less hours devoted to evaluating, refining, and 
implementing this new approach. We are proud 
to now formally roll out that vision during our 
centennial year.

Rather than operating in silos, this new structure 
brings together a diverse group of practitioners 
to collaborate on programming that serves the 
full membership while still ensuring subject mat-
ter depth. The Programs Committee is charged 
with developing a wide range of offerings, from 
CLEs and practice-specific education to net-
working, mentoring, and signature events, while 
coordinating efforts across the organization to 
avoid duplication and maximize impact. 

Importantly, this shift does not mean the loss 
of subject matter–specific programming. To the 
contrary, it allows us to deliver it more effective-
ly. Practice-area content, whether in litigation, 
transactional work, appellate practice, family law, 
real property, or beyond, will remain a core part of 
what we offer. The difference is that it will now be 
curated and delivered with a broader, more stra-
tegic perspective, ensuring quality, consistency, 
and relevance.

We are also placing a renewed emphasis on 
programming that cannot be easily replicated 
elsewhere, events and opportunities that are 
uniquely Sarasota. Whether through meaning-
ful engagement with the bench, cross-practice 
collaboration, or signature events that bring our 
legal community together, our goal is to make 
every SCBA offering feel worthwhile.

I would like to recognize Michele Stephan-Arse-
nault and Chris Nigro, Co-Chairs of the Programs 
Committee, for the extraordinary amount of time 
and effort they have devoted to bringing this ini-
tiative to life. Michele was instrumental in draft-
ing the Committee’s Charter, thoughtfully revis-
ing it multiple times while coordinating closely 
with the Board and Governance Committee and 
incorporating their direction to ensure a strong 
and effective framework. Chris has likewise ded-
icated significant effort to shaping the Commit-
tee’s vision, including extensive work on planning 
for the 2026-2027 bar year. Together, Michele and 
Chris have spent countless hours behind the 
scenes, alongside their service on the Board, to 
ensure this new structure is positioned for suc-
cess from day one.

We are equally grateful to the members of the 
Programs Committee, who have already been 
actively engaged in meaningful planning for the 
upcoming year and who will continue to dedi-
cate their time and efforts to developing and ex-
ecuting high-quality programming for our mem-
bership: Marisa Agganis, Maury Azerad, Jessica 

Close, Lisa Gallagher, Richard Perlman, and Alexis 
Schad. 

We extend our sincere thanks to our current 
Section Chairs, ADR (Tara Gess), Business Law 
(Adria Jensen), Civil Trial (Chris Nigro), Elder Law 
(Kate Fall), Estate Planning & Probate (Lisa Galla-
gher), Family Law (Richard Perlman), Real Prop-
erty (Maury Azerad), and Solo/Small Firm (Cyndi 
Riddell), and their dedicated committees. Their 
continued service through August 31, 2026, and 
their ongoing efforts have made, and continue to 
make, this year’s programming exceptional.

Change is never undertaken lightly, particularly 
in an organization with as much history and tra-
dition as ours. But a centennial year is the perfect 
time to be thoughtful about the future. This is not 
about moving away from what has worked; it is 
about building on that foundation to ensure the 
SCBA continues to thrive for the next 100 years.

We look forward to bringing you programming 
that reflects your time, your priorities, and the 
value you expect from your bar association.

And most importantly, we look forward to seeing 
you there.

S
A
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10670 BOARDWALK LOOP,

LAKEWOOD RANCH,  FL
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Aid  of  Manasota ’ s  Pro

Bono Awards
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The day begins the same way most days begin for young 
lawyers who are mothers: not with the gentle hum of a cof-
fee maker or an hour at the gym, but with a small human 
laying on top of us, snoring or drooling, and our brains asking 
an urgent question such as, “Is today a pajama day?” or “Did 
I remember to buy more yogurt?”

It is 6:27 a.m. We already feel behind.

Before our feet hit the floor, our brains are running parallel 
checklists. Birthday party gift for Saturday. Daycare snack 
sign-up (was today pretzels or fruit). Daycare forms. Pedia-
trician appointment next month. Is my child getting enough 
iron? Enough outdoor time? Enough unstructured play? 
Have I emotionally scarred them by serving the wrong color 
cup?

At the same time, Outlook emails that never stop coming. 
That contract that needs revisions. A deadline reminder, at 
least I remembered to put it on my calendar. The email that 
came in last night at 11:48 p.m. that starts with, “Just circling 
back…”

Welcome to the mental load.

By 7:30 a.m., one child is crying because their sock “feels 
weird,” the other because their sibling is crying. As I prepare 
my kids for daycare, I shout across the room asking my hus-
band if he had a chance to look at the calendar invite that 
I sent him for the wedding next month, and I am served a 
really, we’re talking about this now? look in return. Breakfast 
is negotiated like a settlement conference. Somewhere in 
the chaos, we make it out the door, likely forgetting my own 
lunch in the process. 

Drop-off at daycare is a study in controlled emotion. We hand 
over our most precious people to someone else so we can ar-
gue about money or liability. The irrational part of our brain 
whispers: Are they okay? Are they loved? Will they nap? Did 
I pack the water bottle?

The professional part of our brain reminds us: You are late for 
court.

At our office, we transform. Hair is smoothed. Voice is steady. 
We are competent, assertive, and prepared. We make argu-
ments that affect real lives while half-wondering when the 
daycare will post pictures so we can see an update about the 
little people that own our whole heart. We answer emails, 

By: Jill Bowen, Esq.
Shumaker, Loop & Kendrick, 
LLP
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Join us “Inn” the room where it happens for
the

Judge John M. Scheb
American Inn of Court

35th Anniversary
Celebration

May 19, 2026 at 6:00 pm
Michael’s on East Ballroom

 
 

Cabinet Sponsors

Founding Father Sponsors

Patriot Sponsors

Tickets available for purchase at:
https://buytickets.at/judgejohnmschebinnofcourt/2144858

take calls, bill our time. We respond patiently to 
questions that feel objectively dumb while know-
ing that tonight we will be asked, again, why the 
moon follows the car.

And in the hallway, or the courtroom gallery, or 
the bar association luncheon, we make eye con-
tact with another one. Another young lawyer. An-
other mother.

There is a “How are you?” and then there is the 
look. You know it if you’ve seen it. It says: I see 
you. I know you woke up before dawn. I know 
your phone is full of pictures taken moments be-
fore drop-off. I know you packed snacks with one 
hand while emailing with the other.

By mid-afternoon, the world feels heavy. We read 
the news between calls or listened to it on the 
way to work. War. Violence. Loss. The kind of sto-
ries that hit differently when you have children 
and suddenly imagine everything through the 
lens of What if that were my child? The weight of 
it all presses down, but there is no time to linger. 
A client needs an answer. The clock is running. 
The billable hour waits for no one.

At 5:01 p.m., we switch gears again. Pickup hugs 
are fierce and grounding. We listen to breathless 
stories about playground politics while respond-
ing to emails in our head. Dinner is prepared (or 
procured). Baths happen. Books are read, some-
times with genuine enthusiasm, sometimes 
while silently drafting tomorrow’s to-do list.

By the time the house is quiet, the laptop comes 
back out. We work because we care. Because we 
chose this profession. Because we are good at 
it. Because we want our children to see mothers 
who contribute, lead, advocate, and build.

On Mother’s Day, we celebrate the moms who 
do this every day. Moms who carry the constant 
low-grade anxiety of doing two full-time jobs si-
multaneously and feeling like you are perpetual-
ly under performing at both. These women are 
doing something profoundly difficult with de-
termination and grace. Young lawyers who are 
mothers carry a remarkable load, often invisibly, 
often without complaint, and almost always with 
humor that borders on survival instinct.

So, this month, from the Young Lawyers Division, 
I would like to give a heartfelt “Happy Mother’s 
Day” to all the young lawyer moms. I see you and 
am celebrating you today and every day. And 
next time our eyes meet across the room, we’ll 
share that all-knowing look again, equal parts 
solidarity and exhaustion, with just a hint of pride.

Happy Mother’s Day.
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Obtain your legal malpractice 
insurance from CNA today.

COVERAGE THAT PROTECTS 
YOUR LAW FIRM

Visit pearlinsurance.com/CNAFL 
or scan the QR code below now.

Want to speak with an expert sooner?
Contact Chris Nash at (309) 679-0363 or  
email chris.nash@pearlinsurance.com today.

https://lbtlaw.com/
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When Clients Seek Resolution, 
Attorneys Seek Chapman Mediation.
Your clients deserve the least stressful and most practical path to 
resolution. John Chapman is an experienced, creative mediator who 
brings patience, persistence and a passion for helping disputing parties 
achieve common ground.

l 25 years as a Florida Board-Certified Business Litigation attorney
l 12 years as a Florida Supreme Court Certified Circuit Civil mediator
l Florida Supreme Court Approved Arbitrator
l FINRA Dispute Resolution Arbitrator

Let my experience and know-how resolve your 
client’s civil dispute, via Zoom or in person at 
your office or mine.

“My time at Saint Stephen’s was incredibly fulfilling and 
remains valuable. My favorite thing was the strong 
community I was able to build there and the many friends 
and mentors which remain a central part of my life today.”
   – Ben Petlock, Foreign Agricultural Affairs, 
                U.S. Department of Agriculture

From Saint Stephen’s
To the Usda
Ben petlock 
Class of 1990

Scan the QR Code To schedule a campus tour. 

315 41st Street West  •  Bradenton, FL 34209  •  www.saintstephens.org

https://www.chapmanmediation.com/
https://www.saintstephens.org/
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By: Mark Creech, Esq.
The Law Offices of Mark A. 
Creech, PLLC 

Calling all probate attorneys. Tell me if this sounds familiar: 
A trustee or personal representative calls to say someone is 
living in estate property and refusing to leave. Sometimes it 
is a relative, significant other, or lessee. Other times, it is a 
complete unknown. What do you do?

If your answer is “call a landlord-tenant attorney,” feel free to 
stop reading here. But if you have ever wanted to go a step 
further for your client, a little knowledge of this area can go 
a long way.

Probate attorneys work hard to avoid complications. We plan 
meticulously, draft carefully, and try to anticipate issues be-
fore they arise. Sometimes that works. Other times, despite 
everyone’s best efforts, we are left dealing with a “tenant” (in 
the loosest of definitions).

Attorneys can’t always avoid these issues, but what they can 
do is answer two important questions. The first question is: 
How did the tenant get there in the first place? Legally or ille-
gally? Written lease or oral lease? With or without payment?

If the individual entered illegally, recent changes in the law 
may allow for removal without court involvement. An affi-
davit submitted to the sheriff can authorize the summary 
removal of “squatters.” In practice, however, personal repre-
sentatives and heirs often lack the information necessary to 
properly invoke this statute.

If there is a valid lease that extends beyond the death of the 
property owner, it may need to be honored. There are excep-
tions, and some leases provide additional options, but gen-
erally speaking, the lease term will control unless the tenant 
violates its terms. It is always worth reviewing the lease for 
provisions such as a “void upon death” clause (rare, but help-
ful when present) before seeking a real property attorney’s 
opinion on potential termination rights.

If the occupant has been paying rent without a written lease, 
the required notice depends on the payment structure. Most 
tenants are month-to-month, requiring 30 days’ notice prior 
to the end of a rental period. Timing matters—notice often 
must be given in the preceding month to be effective. Less 
common arrangements (weekly, quarterly, or—brace your-
self—annual payments) carry different notice requirements.

If no rent has ever been paid, the occupant is generally con-
sidered an unlawful detainer. In those cases, formal notice 
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MED IAT ION
Patrick J. ReillyPatrick J. Reilly

Estate & Trusts and 
Civil Mediation

 Certified Civil Mediator
 Nationally Board Certified in Civil Trial Law
 42 Years Legal Experience
 AV Preeminent Peer Review Rated

Tampa to Ft. Myers    In-Person or Remote
Contact for more information and rates

pat@sneierandreilly.com    941.485.9626

requirements are minimal, and the process may 
proceed more quickly.

The second question is: How cooperative will the 
tenant be in leaving? This question often deter-
mines whether the situation is resolved quickly 
or becomes unnecessarily expensive.

Some occupants simply need 30 or 60 days to se-
cure new housing, gather funds for a deposit, or 
adjust to an unexpected change. Others may not 
fully understand what happens when a landlord 
passes away. A clear, professional conversation 
outlining the expectations of the heirs can often 
prevent escalation.

From a legal standpoint, individuals without a 
written lease may have, at most, approximate-
ly 59 days before an eviction can be filed. Once 
filed, the process can move quickly, sometimes 
resulting in removal within a week. While this 
timeline may feel abrupt to the occupant, the law 
considers it reasonable.

Of course, clients may choose to offer more gen-
erous terms if doing so avoids additional cost, 
delay, or conflict. Practical considerations—such 
as probate timelines, service requirements, the 
occupant’s reliability, and any risk to the proper-
ty—should all factor into the strategy.

The moral of the story is that basic understand-
ing of these issues can help probate practitioners 
to save their clients the time and expense of hir-
ing another attorney by simply contacting the 
“renters” and moving the occupant toward a vol-
untary departure. Use the above to make sure 
they can’t ChatGPT a defense, and if it looks like 
you are in for a fight, hire a landlord attorney, be-
cause you probably aren’t being paid enough to 
get into those fights.

Established in 2010, the South County Division 
was created to better serve attorneys practicing 
in southern areas of Sarasota County who may 
have limited access to the programs and activi-
ties of the SCBA.

https://snyderandreilly.com/Patrick-J-Reilly.php?utm_source=avvo&utm_medium=referral
https://www.sarasotacourtreporters.com/
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By: Tonya Willis Pitts, Esq.
Pitts Law Firm

On the evening of Friday, March 27, the Council for Diversity 
and Inclusion of the Sarasota County Bar Association hosted 
a vibrant and memorable event called “A Motion to Dance 
Is Granted.” The Latin-themed celebration brought together 
members of the legal community and the broader Saraso-
ta community for an evening filled with music, dance, food, 
and cultural appreciation. However, it was more than just a 
social gathering. The event served as a meaningful reminder 
of the power of shared experiences to foster connection, un-
derstanding, and inclusion.

From the moment guests arrived, the atmosphere was elec-
tric. The sounds of Latin music filled the venue, setting the 
tone for an evening that encouraged participation, energy, 
and joy. Attendees of all backgrounds, consisting of attorneys, 
legal staff, and community members, came together not in 
the courtroom, but on the dance floor, united by rhythm and 
a willingness to step outside of their comfort zones.

A highlight of the evening was the Latin dance instruction, 
which invited guests to learn the basics of popular dance 
styles such as salsa and bachata. Whether seasoned dancers 
or complete beginners, participants embraced the opportu-
nity to engage in something new. The dance instructors cre-
ated an inclusive and welcoming environment, ensuring that 
everyone felt comfortable and encouraged.

Kathleen Snow, one of the attendees, shared her enthusiasm 
for the experience: “I had a great time. It was a fun event. The 
dance instruction was great, and I would like to go back for 
dance lessons.” Her sentiment was echoed by many through-
out the evening, as guests expressed appreciation not only 
for the entertainment, but also for the opportunity to learn 
and grow through cultural exposure.

In addition to dance, guests enjoyed a variety of Latin-in-
spired cuisine and beverages, further enriching the immer-
sive experience. The food and drink offerings provided a sen-
sory journey that complemented the music and movement 
allowing attendees to engage with Latin culture in a holistic 
and enjoyable way.

Beyond the festivities, “A Motion to Dance Is Granted” un-
derscored the importance of diversity and inclusion within 
the legal profession. The practice of law often demands rig-
or, precision, and advocacy, but events like this remind us of 
the equally important human elements of empathy, cultural 
awareness, and community engagement. By creating spac-
es where individuals can connect outside of formal profes-
sional settings, the Council for Diversity and Inclusion con-
tinues to build bridges that strengthen both the bar and the 
community it serves.
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Several attendees reflected on the broader im-
pact of the event. Attorney Keith DuBose stated, 
“This was more than just a social event, it was 
an opportunity to connect with colleagues and 
community members in a way that we don’t of-
ten get to experience. It breaks down barriers and 
reminds us that we all share common ground 
and can have fun embracing our cultural differ-
ences.” Rian Davis commented, “A Latin dance 
studio isn’t where you’d expect to find a bar asso-
ciation fundraiser and that’s exactly what made 
it a success. The lively music, colorful movement, 
and great food, coupled with the wide range 
of attorneys and community members on the 
dance floor felt like the CDI putting its mission 
into practice.” 

The significance of such events cannot be over-
stated. In a profession that plays a critical role 
in shaping justice and equality, fostering an in-
clusive environment is not just beneficial, it is 
necessary. Cultural events like this one provide 
a platform for dialogue, appreciation, and uni-
ty. They encourage participants to engage with 
perspectives and traditions that may differ from 
their own, ultimately contributing to a more em-
pathetic and effective legal community.

Moreover, these gatherings help to humanize 
the legal profession in the eyes of the public. By 

inviting members of the broader community to 
participate, the Sarasota County Bar Association 
demonstrated its commitment to accessibility 
and outreach. It reinforces the idea that the legal 
profession is not isolated but deeply connected 
to the people and communities it serves.

The success of the event is a testament to the vi-
sion and dedication of the Council for Diversity 
and Inclusion. Through thoughtful programming 
and intentional engagement, the Council con-
tinues to create opportunities that celebrate di-
versity while fostering unity. Events like this not 
only enrich the lives of those who attend but also 
contribute to a more inclusive and dynamic legal 
community.

As the evening came to a close, guests left with 
more than just memories of music and dance. 
They carried with them a renewed sense of con-
nection, a deeper appreciation for cultural diver-
sity, and a reminder of the importance of coming 
together both within and beyond the legal pro-
fession.

In the end, the motion to dance was not only 
granted, it was embraced. And in that embrace, 
the Sarasota legal community took another 
meaningful step toward building a more inclu-
sive and connected future.
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By: Michael A. Kostruba, Esq.
Fergeson Skipper, P.A.
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•  22 Years of Experience

•  AV Rated Preeminent

•  Super Lawyers 
(2015–20)

•  Past President of SCBA

•  Past President of FAWL

•  Master Emeritus,  
Judge John M. Scheb 
American Inn of Court

(941) 926-1155 · sjohnson@johnsonlegalf l.com 
www.SarasotaBankruptcyFirm.com

BANKRUPTCY LAWYER
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Chad T. Brazzeal, Esquire

Chad@BrazzealMediation.com

Mediation. Arbitration. 
Virtual or In-Person.

Board Certified in Civil Trial Law by The Florida Bar

Represented Plaintiffs and Defendants

Former Plaintiff-side Personal Injury Attorney

Former Medical Malpractice Defense Attorney

Southwest Florida Resident Since 2005

Office in Collier County, Florida

https://donnalugar.com/
https://brazzealmediation.com/
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By: Callie W. Cowan, Esq.
Ledbetter Cowan Law 
Group

Back in the fall, a local high school student learned that I was 
an attorney and approached me with an inquiry:

“We started a mock trial club at Venice High School. We just 
need an attorney to be our coach so we can compete. We 
don’t actually need someone to coach us; we just need to 
be able to put someone’s name and bar number down as a 
coach. Would you be willing to do that?” 

And that, my friends, is when I should have politely declined.

Instead, fond memories of competing as part of the Trial 
Team at Stetson University College of Law flooded my mind. 
Hours spent crafting the perfect cross examination or clos-
ing argument. Celebrating our team’s win at FJA against 
the other Stetson squad. Some of my best memories of law 
school came from that Trial Team experience with our coach, 
Professor Lee Coppock. And on top of that, I coached the Tri-
al Team at Stetson Law for a few years after graduating. So 
why shouldn’t I coach high school mock trials? 

In hindsight, there were a few good reasons. First, I gradu-
ated law school almost twenty years ago. Those Trial Team 
days are ancient history at this point. Second, I am now a 
transactional attorney, and my litigation days are far behind 
me. Things like hearsay exceptions are buried in my mind be-
neath two decades of non-litigation work and raising three 
children. And third, I am a partner in a busy law practice 
without much open space on my calendar. 

And yet I found myself saying yes. After all, they didn’t really 
need someone to actually do much coaching, right? 

I showed up at Venice High School (my alma mater) for the 
first mock trial club meeting where I met close to a dozen ea-
ger high school students. Not one of them had ever compet-
ed in a mock trial before. And when I found myself explaining 
the role of an attorney and a judge, as well as the difference 
between a plaintiff and a defendant, I realized that perhaps 
this would be a bigger commitment than I had envisioned. 
But they already had their hearts set on competing in the 
12th Circuit High School Mock Trial Competition just a few 
months away. 

I found myself tempted to retract my agreement to be their 
coach. But their eagerness persuaded me to stay. Every 
Wednesday afternoon, they gathered in that classroom to 
learn and prepare for competition. And as I looked at them, 
I thought of myself as a high school student. To be honest, I 
never envisioned becoming an attorney at that age. No one 
in my family had ever been an attorney—my dad was the 
first in his family to get a college degree. That would have 

22  |  THE DOCKET - MAY 2026

https://www.ledbetterlawfl.com/
https://www.ledbetterlawfl.com/


THE DOCKET - MAY 2026 |  23  

Mikel Sharpe
SVP, Market President

Manatee & Sarasota Counties
 941.545.3982

msharpe@cogentbank.com

Lucky Durmaz
SVP, Commercial

Relationship Manager
757.955.0929 

ldurmaz@cogentbank.com

Moving You Forward
Put your goals in motion with
our team of trusted experts. 

cogentbank.com

seemed out of reach to me as a high school stu-
dent. A dream for a different student, but not me. 

And as I looked at these students, I realized the 
same was true for several of them. And yet, here 
they were.

So I stayed. Did they win the competition? Not 
even close. But did the dream of someday be-
coming a lawyer get a little closer to reality for 
some of them? Absolutely yes. 

They had the opportunity to go to Hale Law’s 
office and run through their trial in the practice 
courtroom with Patrick Iyampillai presiding as 
judge. His kind words and direction gave them 
confidence leading into the competition. They 
logged into the Zoom Training by Judge Bruning 
where he gave practical tips and encouragement 
to all of the students preparing for the competi-
tion.  

They walked into the Courthouse in Sarasota on 
competition day filled with nerves, but greet-
ed by the kind smile of Cori Coser whose team 
worked tirelessly to make it an incredible experi-
ence for all of the students. 

They competed in courtrooms presided over by 
the Honorable Kennedy Legler, the Honorable 

Frederick Mercurio, and the Honorable D. Ryan 
Felix—each one not only ensuring a fair trial, but 
also offering words of affirmation and construc-
tive feedback after the rounds.

There are times where we can forget that this 
legal community we call home is a foreign land 
for many “outside the bubble.” Any time we can 
bridge the gap between our legal community 
and the community at large is good not only for 
our profession but for our society as a whole. The 
Mock Trial competition isn’t just about teaching 
high school students how to compete. It is about 
introducing them to our chosen profession in 
a way that makes them feel welcome. Valued. 
Seen. 

Will all of those students someday become 
members of our bar association? Likely not. But 
my hope is that their fond memories of this ex-
perience will give them an appreciation for the 
practice of law. And that maybe, just maybe, it 
will empower a student for whom becoming a 
lawyer feels out of reach to step into that calling.  

Thank you to the 12th Circuit for a great High 
School Mock Trial event. And, yes, as you may 
have guessed, I’ll see you next year.

https://cogentbank.com/
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By: Tamara J. Spires, Esq.
mctlaw 

Some of the most important lessons I carry into the prac-
tice of law were not learned in a courtroom, a classroom, or 
even through experience. They were learned from the wom-
en who helped shape who I am, long before I set foot in a law 
office.

I remember a time when my mother carried more than she 
ever let us see. After my parents divorced, she raised my 
siblings and me as a single mother for years before getting 
remarried, doing everything she could to hold our lives to-
gether. There was a period when she lost her job, and I recall 
moments when she would retreat quietly, trying to hold back 
tears as she faced the uncertainty of how she would make 
it to the next day. Despite those challenges, she made sure 
we got to school every morning, that there was food on the 
table, and that we always had a place to call home. Looking 
back, I now understand that what I witnessed during that 
time was strength in its purest form. Even in the face of hard-
ship, she remained committed to raising us with character, 
integrity, and purpose.

As we approach Mother’s Day, we often pause to celebrate 
mothers in the traditional sense. But for many of us, the in-
fluence of “motherhood” extends far beyond biology. It lives 
in the women who guided us, encouraged us, and poured 
into us. Sometimes through words and other times simply 
through example. Their impact is often quiet, but lasting.

In the legal profession, we are trained to think critically and 
navigate complex issues with precision. Yet the qualities that 
often define great lawyers are frequently cultivated outside 
of the profession. For many, those qualities were first mod-
eled at home. They were instilled in us long before we under-
stood how they would shape our careers.

Strength, for example, is often associated with unwavering 
confidence. In the legal field, we are expected to speak with 
authority, stand firm in our positions, and represent our cli-
ents with conviction. But the strength I have come to val-
ue most is quieter. It is the kind that shows up consistently, 
even when circumstances are difficult. The ability to remain 
composed under pressure, to persevere when the outcome 
is uncertain, and to continue showing up with purpose even 
on the most challenging days.
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This kind of strength is not always visible, but it is 
impactful. It is the strength to prepare when no 
one is watching, to respond thoughtfully rather 
than react emotionally, and to maintain profes-
sionalism in adversarial environments. These are 
lessons many of us learned not from legal text-
books, but from watching the women in our lives 
navigate challenges with resilience and determi-
nation.

Gratitude is another quality that is often over-
looked in the legal profession. In a field driven by 
deadlines, expectations, and outcomes, it is easy 
to focus on what remains to be done rather than 
what has already been accomplished. We move 
from one task to the next, often without pausing 
to reflect. Yet gratitude has a way of grounding 
us. It invites us to slow down and recognize the 
people and opportunities that make our work 
possible.

Gratitude reminds us to appreciate the trust our 
clients place in us during some of the most diffi-
cult moments of their lives. It reminds us to value 
the colleagues who support us, whether through 
collaboration or simple encouragement. It also 
allows us to recognize the privilege of practicing 
law and the opportunity to make a meaningful 
impact in the lives of others.

Perhaps one of the most enduring lessons is the 
importance of purpose. The women who shape 
us often instill in us that our work should mean 
something. That it should extend beyond person-
al achievement and contribute to the well-being 
of others. This sense of purpose becomes espe-
cially important where the demands of the day-
to-day can easily become overwhelming.

Deadlines, billables, and competing responsibili-
ties can quickly take center stage. But when we 
ground our work on purpose, we are reminded of 
the larger impact of what we do. Whether it is ad-
vocating for a client, serving our community, or 
contributing to the profession, purpose provides 
direction. It keeps us connected to the reasons 
we chose this path and sustains us during the 
more difficult moments.

Throughout our careers, many of us encounter 
mentors who continue to guide and support us. 
These individuals play a critical role in our profes-
sional development. They challenge us to grow, 
encourage us to lead, and remind us of our po-
tential, even when we may not fully see it our-
selves.

In many ways, these mentors carry the same 
spirit of care and encouragement that defines 
motherhood. They create space for growth, of-
fer guidance when it is needed, and model what 

it means to lead with intention. Their influence 
reinforces the idea that success is not achieved 
alone, but through the support and investment 
of others.

As we recognize Mother’s Day, it is worth reflect-
ing on the broader impact of maternal influence 
in our personal and professional lives. The legal 
profession benefits from these qualities more 
than we sometimes acknowledge. Strength, 
gratitude, and purpose are not just personal val-
ues, they are professional assets. They shape how 
we advocate and how we lead.

When we lead with these qualities, we contribute 
to a legal community that is not only skilled, but 
grounded. We create environments where others 
can grow, collaboration is valued, and where pro-
fessionalism is defined not only by competence, 
but by character.

In a demanding profession, these foundation-
al lessons serve as a steady guide. They remind 
us that while legal skills are essential, character 
sustains us, and that the influence of those who 
shaped us continues to define not only who we 
are, but how we lead.

GARY LARSEN        JEFF PEAIRS

MEDIATION

Let our 75+ years of litigation experience work for you.
We are available to mediate in all areas of civil litigation throughout 
Southwest Florida. Or visit our state-of-the-art conference facilities 

centrally located at I75 and Fruitville Road in Sarasota.

BOARD CERTIFIED TRIAL ATTORNEYS

Gary Larsen
Certi�ed Circuit Civil
and Federal Mediator

Contact Carol at
941.366.4680

Je� Peairs
Certi�ed Circuit
Civil Mediator

Contact Stephanie at
941.552.4604

Gateway Professional Center
401 N. Cattlemen Road, Suite 300  |   Sarasota, Florida 34232

941.366.4680  |   dglawyers.com
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It is with fond memories and hurting souls that 
we mourn the passing of Christian Thomas Van 
Hise. Chris passed away peacefully on April 25, 
2026, at the age of 58, surrounded by family and 
friends. Chris was born in Danbury, Connecticut, 
on October 6, 1967, one of six children of Mau-
reen Van Hise and Jon Van Hise (deceased). He 
is survived by his wife, Denise Fair Van Hise, his 
daughter, Hannah Christine Van Hise, and his 
son, Matthew David Van Hise, and siblings, David 
(wife Cindy) Van Hise, Laura Van Hise, Daniel (wife 
Barbara) Van Hise, Holly Van Hise (deceased) and 
Jennifer Maltby. Brothers-in-law Richard (wife 
Gloria) Fair, Jerry (wife Pat) Fair, Jeff Fair, and Tim 
(wife BJ) Fair and many nieces and nephews on 
both sides.

Chris received his J.D. from the University of Day-
ton and held a B.S. in Civil Engineering from the 
University of Rhode Island. He practiced law as 
a tireless advocate, with humility, devotion and 
respect for the legal profession and the clients 
he served. Chris was a renaissance man with a 
myriad of interests ranging from law, civil engi-
neering, music and theater, and embraced life 
and celebrated everyone and anyone that he 
was with. He was devoted to his family, friends, 
community, profession, colleagues and faith. His 
sense of humor, genuine spirit and authenticity 
will be missed by all.

The memory of Stefan Paul Campagna (Sarasota, 
Florida), who passed away on March 26, 2026 at 
the age of 39, will forever remain in the hearts of 
those touched by this precious presence in their 
lives. Leave a sympathy message to the family on 
the memorial page of Stefan Paul Campagna to 
pay them a last tribute.

In the soft embrace of remembrance, we recall 
the profound impact Stefan had on those he en-
countered along his journey. Though Stefan may 
have slipped beyond the veil of mortality, his es-
sence lingers like a faint fragrance in the air, a lin-
gering reminder of the beauty and complexity of 
the human experience.

He is survived by: his wife Camile; his children, 
Jaxon “Jax” and Arielle; his parents, Maria Cam-
pagna and Dominick Campagna; and his broth-
er Courtney Campagna. He is also survived by 
aunts, uncles, cousins, extended family by mar-
riage, and countless friends.
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EMPLOYMENT
The Community Foundation of Sarasota County 
(CFSC) is seeking a strategic and collaborative 
General Counsel to join its leadership team. 
This role is central to how the foundation 
stewards donors, strengthens governance, and 
supports community partnerships. The ideal 
candidate is an experienced attorney with 
expertise in estate planning, nonprofit law and 
corporate governance - one who brings strong 
judgment, integrity, and a collaborative approach 
while working with donors, advisors, and our 
internal team. Responsibilities include ensuring 
donor fund agreements reflect donor intent, 
reviewing contracts, assessing organizational 
and reputational risk, and working closely with 
professional advisors (particularly estate planning 
attorneys). View the full description and apply Job 
Information: General Counsel Job.

EMPLOYMENT
Fergeson Skipper seeks a Real Estate Associate 
Attorney in our downtown Sarasota office. Florida 
Bar membership required with a minimum of 2 
years of Residential / Commercial real estate law 
experience. $115K–$130K + bonus + full benefits in 
a well-recognized firm.  This is a great opportunity 
for a highly motivated attorney looking to develop 
and manage a book of business. Send resumes to 
Kira Kellner, kkellner@fergesonskipper.com

Last Will and Testament of: 

Charles Timothy McConaghy
DOB: June 23, 1938
DOD: April 3, 2026

Last known address:
1246 Cielo Court, North Venice, Sarasota County, FL 34275. 

Please Contact
Kelly McConaghy

mcconaghykelly@gmail.com  |  770-280-5033
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associates to scba@sarasotabar.com
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Crotts Mediation CrottsMediation.com
TROY CROTTS  

Troy@CrottsMediation.com
(727) 403-8107

Troy practiced for 37 years as a civil trial litigator and now 
has a statewide solo mediation practice. He is authorized to 
mediate in all State Circuit Courts and in the Middle and 
Northern Federal District Courts.

• Florida Supreme Court Certified Civil Circuit Mediator since 2022
• 31-year Florida Bar Board Certified Civil Trial Lawyer
• “AV” Preeminent Rating by Martindale Hubbell
• Selected as a Florida “Legal Elite”, “Super Lawyer” and “Best 

Lawyers in America”
• Named by Best Lawyers as one of two Tampa “Lawyers of the 

Year” – Personal Injury Litigation (2014) and Medical Malpractice 
(2015 and 2023); and recently named as one of two St. Petersburg 
“Lawyers of the Year” – Personal Injury Litigation and Medical 
Malpractice 

• American Board of Trial Advocates – Tampa Bay Member and 
Executive Board Member

Focusing on medical, long-term care, premises, 
automobile,  trucking and other general negligence claims.
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