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5% down payment with 680
credit score

No down payment with 700+
credit score

No PMI required

The commitment and dedication to our
community is greatly appreciated! Its our

way of saying Thank You!

Available for:

Exclusive Support for Those
Who Serve Our Communities

Kim Carpenter Executive Director

(219) 756-1101 ext. 410

kimc@cumortgageservice.com

225 Aberdeen Dr. Suite A Valparaiso, IN 46385 cumortgageservice.com

Scan the
QR code
to Apply

SPECIAL LOAN PROGRAM

FOR FIRST
RESPONDERS
& EDUCATORS

Doctors
Firefighters

Nurses Police
Teachers
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3427 E 83rd Place Merri l lvi l le,  IN 46410 • 219-546-1696

PROPERT Y
PRE S ENTAT ION

EXPERT S

WHEN YOU CALL US, YOU 
MAY HEAR A NEW VOICE!
Introducing our Office Manager, Sam Patterson

219-309-7142  |  Colt@ContrerasHomeInspections.com

COLT CONTRERAS, Owner/Inspector 

250+ 5-Star Google Reviews! 

ADDING PEACE OF MIND TO YOUR HOME BUYING EXPERIENCE

Contreras Home Inspections was very thorough 
and professional, and provided a complete and 
easy to understand report with text 
descriptions and picture examples. Scheduling 
Colt's visit with Sam, the office manager, 
couldn't have been easier. From the time she 
answered the phone, she worked with us to 
make his schedule and ours work so I could be 
home when he came out; Sam was friendly and 
professional. Contreras Home Inspections is an 
all around professional, reasonably priced, 
company, and I will call them again for my
next inspection.
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(219) 329-2363 | firm@fankhauser-law.com | fankhauser-law.com

123 North Main St, #209M, Crown Point, IN 46307

If you are interested in contributing or nominating REALTORS® 
for certain stories, please email us at colt.contreras@n2co.com.
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This section has been created to give you easier access when searching for a trusted real estate 
affiliate. Take a minute to familiarize yourself with the businesses sponsoring your magazine. 
These local businesses are proud to partner with you and make this magazine possible. Please 
support these businesses and thank them for supporting the REALTOR® community!

Preferred Partners

MORTGAGE / LENDER
CrossCountry Mortgage, LLC
(219) 240-1116
ccmhomelending.com

Direct Mortgage Loans
(219) 924-5554
www.directmortgageloans.com/
michelle-jacinto/

Everwise Credit Union
Scott Kosteba
www.everwisecu.com

First Community Mortgage 
-The Amanda McKenzie Team
(219) 841-1316
www.approvedwithamanda.com

Notre Dame Federal 
Credit Union
(219) 296-6022
notredamefcu.com

Purdue Federal Credit Union
(219) 281-3288
www.purduefed.com/kristine

Regional Federal Credit Union
(219) 548-6805
www.regionalfcu.org

Rural 1st
(219) 246-1672
www.rural1st.com

Tech Credit Union
(219) 756-1101
cumortgageservice.com

The Federal Savings Bank
(312) 738-8440
www.thefederalsavingsbank.
com/bankers/brian-kohlstedt/

The Polarek Group with Rate
(219) 227-3570
www.rate.com/polarekgroup

Union Home Mortgage
Travis Waters
(219) 286-2211
www.uhm.com

Wells Funding Group
(219) 230-8400
www.wellsfundinggroup.com

MOVING & JUNK HAULING
College Hunks Hauling Junk
(812) 219-2376
www.collegehunkshauling 
junk.com/merrillville/

NON-PROFIT ORGANIZATION
CoAction
(219) 741-4285
coaction.care

PAINTING CONTRACTOR
That 1 Painter
(574) 622-1143
michiana.that1painter.com

PEST SOLUTIONS
Franklin Pest Solutions
(800) GOT-PESTS
FranklinPestSolutions.com

PHOTOGRAPHY/ BRANDING
Melinda Nicole Photography
(219) 201-0156
melindanicolephotography.com

PHOTOGRAPHY/VIDEO 
PRODUCTION
Delia Jean FIlming
(219) 670-9161
www.deliajeanfilming.love

T-23 Productions
(219) 381-5719
www.t-23productions.com

PLUMBING
Small Town Plumbing
(219) 315-8886

PROPERTY MANAGEMENT
Prestige Management
(219) 999-9211
www.rentfromprestige.com

RADON MITIGATION
NWI Radon & Environmental
(219) 248-7766
nwiradon.com

RESTAURANTS
Coppolillo’s Italiano Crown Point
coppolillos.com/ 
locations/crown-point/

Lighthouse Restaurant
(219) 374-9283
cedarlakelighthouse.com

ROOFING & EXTERIORS
Monarca Roofing and Exterior
(219) 666-4616

Roman’s Roofing LLC
(219) 838-9111
www.romansroofing.net

SEPTIC INSPECTIONS 
& CONSULTING
McB’s Environmental 
Inspections
(574) 930-0518

STAGING
Modishly Designed
(219) 546-1696
www.modishlydesigned.com

Stage & Style
(219) 730-2369

TITLE & ESCROW
Chicago Title
(219) 928-0681
northwestindiana.ctic.com

Fidelity National Title
(219) 661-6900
northwestindiana.fntic.com

Meridian Title
(574) 293-3075
MeridianTitle.com

Near North Title
219-203-4086
nntg.com

Premier Title
(219) 386-4006

Proper Title
(847) 603-2525
propertitle.com

Call today!
(219) 379-6567

K&A Waterproofing LLC

BASEMENT, WATERPROOFING, AND CRAWLSPACE REPAIR

ATTORNEY/LEGAL SERVICES
Fankhauser Law, llc
(219) 329-2363
Fankhauser-law.com

Kvachkoff Law INC
(219) 661-9500
www.kvachkoff.com

CLEANING SERVICE
Master Clean
(219) 765-9823
www.mastercleanselect.com

DUCT CLEANING
Master Clean
(219) 765-9823
www.mastercleanselect.com

FLOORING
ICC Floors Plus
(219) 500-6650

FOUNDATIONS/
WATERPROOFING
Area Wide Waterproofing
(708) 274-7467
www.areawidewaterproofing.com

K&A Waterproofing LLC
(219) 379-6567
www.K&Awaterproofing.com

GRANITE COUNTERTOPS
TTS Granite
(708) 755-5200
www.ttsgranite.com

HOME BUILDER
Blackburn Builders
(815) 370-9537
www.blackburnbuilders.net

HOME INSPECTION
Contreras Home Inspections
(219) 309-7142
www.contrerashomeinspections.com

Peoples Choice Home 
Inspection Service
(219) 365-9005
www.peopleschoicehis.com

Pillar To Post (Tim James Team)
(219) 898-4357
timjames.pillartopost.com

HOME PREPARATION SERVICES
HOMEstretch - Northwest Indiana
(219) 350-8644
www.home-stretch.com/nwindiana

INSULATION - SPRAY FOAM
Great Lakes Spray Foam
(219) 384-9764
greatlakesspf.com

INSURANCE
Allstate - Tom Wisch
(219) 224-3244
agents.allstate.com/thomas-
wisch-chesterton-in.html

Hoosier Insurance Agency
(219) 865-8090
hoosierinsuranceagency.com

MOLD/WATER/FIRE 
RESTORATION
Master Clean
(219) 765-9823
www.mastercleanselect.com

Rytech Restoration -  
Lake County
(219) 213-3911
lake-county.rytechinc.com/
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DISCLAIMER: The articles and opinions expressed in this publication are those of the respective authors and do not necessarily reflect the views of The N2 Company 
d/b/a Real Producers (“N2”). Advertisements appearing in this publication are paid placements and are not endorsed or recommended by N2. N2 is not responsible for the 
statements, opinions, or business practices of any authors, contributors, or advertisers featured herein. Portions of this publication may include content created with the 
assistance of artificial intelligence (AI) tools by authors or contributors and may not be independently verified by N2.

Meet
The

Team
Colt Contreras

Publisher 

Tyler Schilling
Event Photographer 

Giavonni Downing
Writer 

Ali Kucharzak
Writer

Val Contreras
Publication Director

Molly Cobane
Client Relations Specialist

Melinda Almaguer
Photographer 

Kimberly Genovese
Partnership Developer

Delia Curtis
Event Videographer 

FREE ROOF INSPECTIONS
Over 400 homeowners approved for new 
roofs, siding and gutters paid by insurance. 

We help Realtors navigate roof 
issues before and during 
inspections, providing solutions that 
keep deals moving forward and both 
buyers and sellers satisfied. 

Sales Rep: Saad Arafat
8338 Kennedy Ave, Highland, IN 46322

CALL TODAY
219-666-4616
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Radon Testing & Mitigation
Indoor Air Quality Testing & Solutions

Superior Residential & Commercial Inspections
WDI Inspections, Radon Testing, Water Testing, Mold Testing, & More!

TWO GREAT BUSINESSES, SAME GREAT OWNERS!
HOW TO THANK OUR  
PREFERRED PARTNERS

Northwest Indiana Real Producers magazine 
and events are made possible by the 
generosity of our amazing partners.  They 
are more than simply advertisers.  They are 
businesses that have been vetted and have 
come highly recommended by other top 

agents in our area.  They are an invaluable resource to you, and 
we encourage you to thank them in the following ways:

1.	 Follow them on social 
media and share their 
page with your friends, 
family, and clients

2.	 Reach out to them 
personally and 
thank them for 
partnering with RP

3.	 Add them to your 
personal list of preferred 
vendors and call them 

first when you need the 
services they can provide

4.	 Invite them to coffee 
or lunch along with 
other agents to join you.  
Relationships are the roof 
of good business!

5.	 Share their information with 
newer agents and give them 
an opportunity to help them 
succeed in this industry

$3,100,000,000
SALES VOLUME

NEW AGENTS 
TO THE TOP 300

30%

Here’s what the Top 300 Agents  
in NWI sold in 2025

BY THE NUMBERS

2025

9,050 

TOTAL  
TRANSACTIONS

Scan QR code to nominate a feature.

WHOSE STORY 
SHOULD WE SHARE NEXT? 
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7501 Constitution Ave

Cedar Lake, IN 

Join us for our RP Summer Event on 
Thursday, August 27th from 1:00-
3:00pm at Lighthouse Restaurant 
in Cedar Lake, sponsored by 
Lighthouse Restaurant and Rytech 
Restoration of Lake County.   
Enjoy a summer afternoon of 
networking and connection with 
fellow agents and Preferred 

Partners. Space is limited; be sure to 
RSVP using the link in your email.

Set on the shore of Cedar Lake, 
Lighthouse Restaurant is known 
for its beautiful waterfront views, 
great atmosphere, and popular 
event space. They’ve also recently 
refreshed their outdoor area just in 
time for summer on the lake.  We’re 
excited to gather with you at one of 
NWI’s favorite spots!

THURSDAY, AUGUST 27 1:00-3:00PM

N W I  R E A L  P R O D U C E R S

SAVE THE DATE

summer event
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F or more than 26 
years, Michelle 
Jacinto has been 

helping people achieve their 
dream of homeownership. 
As Lead Loan Officer and 
Branch Manager for Direct 
Mortgage Loans, she has 
closed well over 4,500 loans 
throughout her career. 
But these days, Michelle’s 
greatest accomplishment 
isn’t just measured in loan 
volume.  It’s measured in 
the people she’s helping 
develop along the way.  

“I wanted to build a team,” 
Michelle says. “I’ve been 
working on that vision for 
more than 10 years. It has 
been a labor of love.”  

Building that team didn’t 
happen overnight.  

“I’ve had to do a lot of 
searching to get the perfect 
team,” she states.  

Today, Michelle leads a team 
of 11 employees and has 
created a culture focused 
on growth, mentorship, 
teamwork, and service. 
While she once spent most 
of her energy focused 
on expanding her own 
production, her priorities 
have evolved to include the 
cultivation of confidence, 
knowledge, leadership, and 
success among her team.  

“It’s been such a refreshing 
and rewarding change in my 
career,” she says. “I’m now 
working to bring up young 
loan officers in the business.”  

Her commitment to 
mentorship is already 
paying dividends. Five of 
her team members have 
become licensed loan officers 
and are now successfully 

helping clients secure 
financing of their own.    

“I became a manager by 
accident,” Michelle says. 
“When I was an independent 
loan officer, I wore all the 
hats. When I became the 
manager of my branch, 
the busier I became, and 
the more my team grew. 
It was such an exciting 
time.  As my dream team 
was hired, the more people 
I was able to serve.”   

That servant-minded 
approach has become the 
foundation of her success.  

A Foundation Built on 
Determination  
Long before she entered the 
mortgage industry, Michelle’s 
path looked very different.  

After graduating high 
school, she enlisted in the 
United States Army, where 
she served for three years. 
Military service remains 
one of the most influential 
experiences of her life.  

“My military service is a big 
part of the foundation of 
who I am,” Michelle says.  

Service runs deep in her 
family. Her father served 
in the Air Force, and her 
grandfather served in the 
Navy. During her time in 
the Army, Michelle was 
stationed at Fort Bragg and 
later deployed to Egypt’s 
Sinai Peninsula as part of the 
multinational peacekeeping 
force supporting the treaty 
between Egypt and Israel 
through the United Nations.  

She says, “One of the really 
cool things about being in 
the military is that you are 
given opportunities to see 

OF DIRECT MORTGAGE LOANS

BY ALI KUCHARZAK

PHOTOGRAPHY BY MELINDA NICOLE PHOTOGRAPHY

PARTNER SPOTLIGHT

Michelle 
Jacinto

A LABOR OF LOVE: 

HOW Michelle Jacinto 
BUILT A LENDING LEGACY 

THROUGH SERVICE, 
MENTORSHIP, & HEART
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and experience things you 
never imagined.”  

The military helped develop 
the discipline and resilience 
that would later fuel her 
entrepreneurial journey.  

“I’ve always had an 
entrepreneurial side,” 
Michelle says.  

Eventually, Michelle 
returned to Indiana, where 
she was introduced to the 
mortgage industry, a career 
that would ultimately 
become her calling.  

“I’m extremely tenacious and 
I don’t give up easily,” she 
says. “Everything is ‘figure-
outable’ and I am very 
solution-oriented.”  

That mindset has carried her 
through countless market 
shifts, industry changes, and 
business challenges over the 
past two decades.  

Family and Business Go 
Hand in Hand  
For Michelle, business has 
always been a family affair.  

Her husband, David, is also a 
veteran.  He is a Marine and 
has been a Realtor for over 10 
years.  This gives the couple 
a unique perspective on both 
sides of the transaction.  

Despite working in closely 
related industries, they’ve 
found a balance that works.  

“We run our businesses 
independently,” she says. “He 
doesn’t give me too much 
advice about how to run my 
business, and vice versa. 
It’s how we’ve remained 
married for 23 years.”  

Still, David’s real estate 
experience gives him 
an appreciation for the 

complexities of lending & 
he understands Michelle’s 
crazy schedule.  

“He has a unique 
understanding of what 
happens behind the scenes 
in lending,” Michelle 
explains.  One of our 
greatest joys is being able 
to assist fellow veterans in 
their journey to purchase 
a home.  VA loans are my 
absolute favorite loans to 
get to the closing table.”

The mortgage business 
is deeply woven into 
Michelle’s family life. Her 
daughter Ashley (19) is 
currently working toward 
obtaining her loan officer 
license, continuing the 
family’s involvement in 
the industry. Michelle and 
David are also parents to 
David (31) and Brandon (22).  
Their nephew, Tristan (20), 
rounds out the household.  
Their grandson, Tate (3), 
lives in Colorado and is their 
pride and joy.   

Family remains at the center 
of everything Michelle does.  

Creating Experience 
People Remember   
If you were to ask Michelle 
about her latest obsession, she 
won’t hesitate:    

“Dutch Bros,” she 
says with a smile.  

Surprisingly, it’s not just 
the coffee that keeps 
her coming back.  

“I love the Golden Eagle, but 
honestly, it’s the vibe.”  

Most people dislike waiting 
in line but Michelle enjoys 
it.  “No one loves lines, 
but I love THAT line”, 
she says. “The people 
are so energetic.”  

For Michelle, Dutch Bros 
represents something bigger 
than a beverage. It’s a lesson 
in customer experience.  

“They make you feel 
something,” she explains. 
“It’s their energy. It’s their 
positivity.  It’s the way they 
present the product.”  

She strives to create that 
same feeling for her clients 
and referral partners.  

“I want them to feel our 
knowledge, energy, care, 
warmth, service, and 
positivity through the 
phone,” she says.  

That philosophy influences 
everything from how 
her team communicates 
to how they guide 
borrowers through 
challenging situations.  

“We don’t ever say no,” 
Michelle explains. “We say, 
‘Not right now,’ because we 
don’t want to close the door.”  

It’s a subtle distinction, 
but one that reflects her 
belief that everyone 
deserves an opportunity 
and a path forward.  

Advice for the  
Next Generation   
Having built a successful 
career, led thousands 
of clients through the 
mortgage process, and 
developed a growing team 
of professionals, Michelle 
has simple advice for those 
entering the industry.  

“Don’t do it for the money,” 
she says. “Do it for the love 
of helping people. The rest 
will come.”  

It’s a message that perfectly 
captures who Michelle 
Jacinto is at her core.  

Whether she’s mentoring 
loan officers, helping first-
time homebuyers navigate 
financing, supporting 
Realtors, or creating 
opportunities for the next 

generation—including her 
own daughter—Michelle 
remains committed to 
service above all else.  

When she’s not working, 
you’ll likely find her 
spending time with family, 
relaxing, or attending 
concerts. But even in her 
downtime, the values 
that have defined her 
career remain constant:  
positivity, persistence, and 
people-first leadership.  

After more than 26  
years in the mortgage 
industry, Michelle’s success 
story isn’t simply about 
the thousands of loans 
she’s closed. It’s about 
the lives she’s impacted, 
the professionals she’s 
mentored, and the culture 
she’s built.  

And if you ask her 
how she accomplished 
it all, the answer is 
simple:  “Everything is 
‘figure-outable.”  
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815-370-9537
bbllc.build@gmail.com
BlackburnBuilders.net 

CHECK US
OUT HERE!

Choose Blackburn Builders for Your Clients’ Dream Homes!

As a husband-and-wife 
team, we make building a 

home a personal and 
enjoyable experience. 

HERE’S WHY REALTORS TRUST US:
• Personal Touch: 

We work closely with clients to bring their visions to life.
• Quality Craftsmanship: 

Beautiful homes built with care and attention.
• Easy Process: 

Friendly support every step of the way.

219-730-2369  |  JLM1011@HOTMAIL.COM

Stage & Style

JULIE

MCKEEHAN
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Fidelity National Title  
NORTHWEST INDIANA

PHOTOGRAPHY BY MELINDA NICOLE PHOTOGRAPHY

PARTNER SPOTLIGHT

For decades, Fidelity National Title has 
been a trusted partner to Northwest 
Indiana’s real estate community, 
providing title insurance, escrow, 
closing, commercial services and 
construction disbursing services. 
Backed by the strength of a national 
organization and a commitment to 
local service, Fidelity works closely 
with Realtors, lenders, builders, 

Christine Banter

attorneys, buyers, and sellers to help ensure 
smooth, successful transactions. 
 
What sets Fidelity apart is its people. The 
Northwest Indiana team is committed to 
being more than a title provider—they 
serve as trusted resources for their clients, 
offering education, technology, marketing 
support, and solutions that help real estate 
professionals grow their businesses.

CHRISTINE BANTER 
SALES MANAGER, AVP 

How long have you been in the industry? What 

do you enjoy most about your career? 

I celebrated my 15th anniversary with Fidelity National Title 
this year. Fidelity has been incredibly good to me, providing 
opportunities for growth, leadership, and professional 
development. What keeps me passionate about this industry 
is the variety, the challenges, and most importantly, the 
relationships I’ve built with residential and commercial real 
estate professionals, including agents, lenders, builders, 
attorneys, investors, commercial brokers, business owners 
and developers throughout Northwest Indiana and beyond.

What’s a “lightbulb moment” you’ve had in your career at 

Fidelity National Title? 

I realized early on that real estate professional don’t need 
another vendor-they need a true partner.  My greatest 
value isn’t just providing title services; its helping clients 
grow through ideas, resources, technology, training and 
support.  I believe in listening to my clients. Many of our best 
improvements have come directly from client feedback, and 
those insights continue to help us deliver a better experience.

Given what you know now, what advice would you give to 

someone just starting out in the industry? 

Focus on relationships before transactions. Learn the business, 
stay curious, ask questions, and never stop learning. The 
people who succeed long-term are the ones who genuinely care 
about helping others and consistently look for ways to provide 
value. Also, embrace change—technology and innovation are 
transforming our industry, and those who adapt will thrive.

Beyond transactions, what’s a personal connection or 

memorable interaction with a client or colleague that still 

sticks with you? 

The relationships that have grown into true friendships are 
what stand out most to me. I’ve had the privilege of working 
with some clients for more than a decade and watching 
them build successful businesses, celebrate milestones, and 
overcome challenges. Being trusted as part of their journey 
is something I never take for granted, and those long-term 
relationships mean far more to me than any single transaction.

Describe a time you felt truly proud of the work you did at 

Fidelity National Title. 

Since joining Fidelity National Title in 2011, I have 
consistently been recognized as one of the top-performing 
sales representatives in Indiana, including achieving the 
top sales representative position. One especially meaningful 
recognition was being named the 2018 Affiliate of the Year by 
the Northwest Indiana REALTORS® Association (NIRA). To be 
recognized by the people I work alongside every day was truly 
an honor. None of these accomplishments would have been 
possible without the incredible team at Fidelity National Title, 
whose support has played a major role in my success.

What’s a fun fact about you that most people at 

Fidelity National Title probably don’t know? 

My birthday is on Halloween—even though I’m not a fan of 
haunted houses or horror movies. I’m also a big Marvel fan and 
love following the movies and characters. Whether it’s Marvel 
movies, pickleball, or finding new ways to help my clients, I tend 
to dive all in when I’m passionate about something.

When you’re not busy with work, what’s your go-

to activity for unwinding and recharging? 

I love being outdoors. Whether I’m playing pickleball, walking 
with my dogs Milo and Bailee, exploring the Indiana Dunes, 
biking Northwest Indiana’s trails, or spending time with 
family, those activities help me recharge and bring balance to 
a busy schedule.

What’s a local gem or hidden spot in our community that you 

love and would recommend to anyone? 

The Indiana Dunes, especially Trail 7. Between the wooded 
trails, dunes, and views of Lake Michigan, it’s a place where I 
can truly recharge. I also love Northwest Indiana’s bike trails, 
which offers incredible opportunities to enjoy the outdoors. 
We’re fortunate to have such beautiful natural landscapes and 
recreational opportunities right in our own backyard.

Tell us about your family. 

Family means everything to me.  I love spending time with my 
family, especially during the holidays, and one of my favorite 
things is continuing Christmas traditions while creating new 
ones with my nieces and great-niece.  And, of course, my dogs 
Milo and Bailee, are part of my family too--they always keep 
life fun and make sure there’s never a dull moment.
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When you’re not busy with work, what’s your go-

to activity for unwinding and recharging? 

I enjoy traveling, tennis, pickleball, and riding my bike.

What’s a local gem or hidden spot in our community 

that you love and would recommend to anyone? 

I enjoy going to Prime in Crown Point. Good food, drinks, 
and people. I call it my “Cheers.”

Tell us about your family. 

I have been married to my wife Jennifer for 29 
years and enjoy spending time with my family. We 
have two young adult children who are currently 
getting acclimated to their careers. I also love travel 
adventures and discovering new food experiences.

Be consistent 
in what 
you’re doing 
and always 
respond to 
your customers 
immediately.”

Julie Deal

Tom Donovan

Every deal has its 
own personality.” 

JULIE DEAL 
AVP AND SALES EXECUTIVE 

How long have you been in the industry? 

I’ve been in the industry with Ticor/Fidelity for 40 ½ years. 

What do you enjoy most about your career? 

Building strong, lasting relationships with Realtors, Lenders, 
and Builders and being a trusted resource for the business.  
I love being out in the field, connecting with people and 
helping them grow their business, especially by providing 
excellent tools and resources.  It’s very rewarding to play a 
role in their success. 

Given what you know now, what advice would you give to 

someone just starting out in the industry? 

Be consistent in what you’re doing and always respond to your 
customers immediately.  That really goes far with them.

Beyond transactions, what’s 

a personal connection or 

memorable interaction with 

a client or colleague that still 

sticks with you? 

One of my most memorable 
client interactions became 
even more meaningful 
after she passed away. I 
realized how much I valued 
our lunches together, 
her friendship, and the 
knowledge she shared with 
me over the years. Her 
impact on my life and career 
had a lasting impact.

Describe a time you felt 

truly proud of the work you 

did at Fidelity National Title. 

I received the Affiliate of the Year for the LaPorte 
County Association of Realtors Award.

What’s a fun fact about you that most people at Fidelity 

National Title probably don’t know? 

Whenever I visit my grandson and family in Alabama, 
I love taking my side-by-side or 4-wheeler out for a ride 
and spending time mudding. I enjoy every minute of it!

When you’re not busy with work, what’s your go-

to activity for unwinding and recharging? 

Working in my garden and endurance walking.

Tell us about your family. 

I’ve been married to my husband Eric for 15 years 
and we’ve been together for 24.  I have one son 
and one grandson who are my whole world, along 
with my husband.  I also have two brothers.

TOM DONOVAN 
SALES EXECUTIVE 

How long have you been in the industry?  

What made you get started? 

I started my career in 1985 and have served in multiple roles from 
Coordinator, Sales assistant, Manager to Sales Representative in 
the title industry. My neighbor worked at a title company in the 
HR Department and suggested I send her my resume. At the time, 
I did not even know what title insurance was, but I got the job and 
have been learning ever since. It has been a challenging and yet 
rewarding career. 

What do you enjoy most about your career? 

I enjoy building trust and strong relationships with real estate 
professionals, focusing on communication and solution-
focused teamwork. At the end of the day, I want customers to 
have a pleasant experience.  

What’s a “lightbulb moment” you’ve had in your career 

at Fidelity National Title? 

I often say, “Every deal has its own 
personality.” The players change with 
each transaction and that makes 
every deal unique.  When you have 
the opportunity to work closely with 
a great team and have solid processes 
in place, along with some creative 
solutions to difficult deals, this provides 
an unforgettable closing experience. 
Ultimately, we get the deal closed!

Given what you know now, what 

advice would you give to someone just 

starting out in the industry? 

Focus on hard work, dedication, and 
building trust with clients through 
consistent communication and a 
solutions-oriented mindset.

Beyond transactions, what’s a personal 

connection or memorable interaction 

with a client or colleague that still 

sticks with you? 

It is truly rewarding to work with 
professionals in the real estate industry 
that care about people. When people 
purchase their first home and you 
see the tears and look of happiness 
on their faces, it provides a sense of 
accomplishment. Also, some customers 
have become partners and even friends.

What’s a fun fact about you that 

most people at Fidelity National 

Title probably don’t know? 

I owned a horse for 6 years prior to 
getting married. 
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Jill Sanborn

I am grateful to be able to 
work with real estate agents. 

Eriek Nickson 
Eriek.nickson@chhj.com

We are a fully-licensed & insured, with 
background checked W-2 employees ready to 

serve your clients!

Junk Removal
Full-Service Moving

Move & General Labor 
Furniture Installation

Packing
 

(219) 281-2993Giavonni Nickson-Downing
gia.downing@chhj.com

JILL SANBORN 
SALES ASSISTANT  

How long have you been in the 

industry? 

I have been in the title industry for 9 years 
and have worked in escrow, order entry, 
and currently in our sales department as 
an assistant.

What do you enjoy most about your 

career? 

I enjoy working with my peers but more 
importantly I am grateful to be able to 
work with real estate agents. 

Beyond transactions, what’s a personal 

connection or memorable interaction 

with a client or colleague that still 

sticks with you? 

Knowing that buying or selling a house 
is one of the biggest transactions in a 
person’s life, I take pride in knowing 
that we do everything we can to make 
it as seamless as possible for all parties 
involved. I also get excited when we are 
able to work with an agent, whether 
that be a new or a seasoned agent, 
and help them learn how to help their 
business and grow in the industry.

When you’re not busy with work,  

what’s your go-to activity for unwinding 

and recharging? 

I enjoy spending time with my family or 
sitting down with a good book.

Tell us about your family. 

My family of 4 has grown to a family of 
7 in the past ten months. My son and 
daughter- in-law were married last 
August and had their first child, Adaline, 
on June 7, 2026. My daughter and son-in-
law were just married this past April. 
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CINEMATIC MEDIA FOR
BRANDS, BUSINESSES, AND

PHOTO - VIDEO - DRONE

moments that matter.
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GET BACK TO NORMAL FASTER WITH RYTECH!
Y O U R  N E I G H B O R H O O D  R E S T O R A T I O N  E X P E R T S

E M E R G E N C Y  S E R V I C E ( 2 1 9 )  2 1 3 - 3 9 1 1

1 1 2 2  A R R O W H E A D  C T  |  C R O W N  P O I N T ,  I N  4 6 3 0 7
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SPRAY FOAM INSULATION

Travis Waters
Sr. Mortgage Advisor
NMLS 150593
219.286.2211
TWaters@UHM.com
UHM.com/TWaters

You Have Enough To

Leave Finding The
Right Mortgage To Me!

Juggle...
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AGENT SPOTLIGHT

BY GIAVONNI DOWNING  ••  PHOTOGRAPHY BY MELINDA NICOLE PHOTOGRAPHY

T H E  R E A L  S T O R Y  O F  M E G A N  M E L L I SMegan Mellis
Megan Mellis was, by 

every conventional 
measure, exactly where 

she was supposed to be. As a 
practice administrator overseeing 
two facilities for a group of twelve 
orthopedic surgeons, she had the 
title and stability that checked all 
the right boxes. But something 
was missing.

“COVID happened, and I just 
really did some introspecting,” 
Megan recalls. “I always had a 
strong interest in real estate and 
I love building relationships and 
helping people.  So I thought, 
there’s no time like the present.  
I’m doing this.”

She took an accelerated real estate 
course while still working at the 
practice, then, in 2021, walked 
away from her corporate salary 
to work full-time in real estate. 
The financial shift was real, and 
so was the doubt from people 
around her.  “The initial feedback 
from family was skepticism. I was 
leaving a very stable career to 
start something brand new in my 
late 30’s with two small kids. But 
if there’s anything that fuels me, 
it’s people doubting my potential. I 
made the decision to go all in and 
that’s exactly what I did,” she says.

Now in year four, Megan has 
closed almost 25 million in sales 
entirely through referrals. Not 
a single lead was purchased 
from Zillow or any third-party 
platform. Just relationships, 
reputation, and results.

Born and raised in Cedar Lake, 
Megan is woven into the fabric 

She didn’t take the safe road. She chose purpose over comfort and determination over doubt.

OF     REALTY EXECUTIVES PREMIER

BUILT BY RESILIENCE: 
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of Northwest Indiana. She serves 
Lake and Porter Counties and has 
been recognized as a 20 Under 40 
honoree in NWI. But what drives 
her isn’t the recognition; it traces 
back to the little girl who was 
determined to beat the odds.

“I learned very early on that if 
I wanted a life worth living, I 
would have to build it myself.” 
Her mother worked long hours 
waitressing to provide for her 

and her brother. Her parents 
divorced early. Her childhood 
was marked by hardships that 
tested her resilience from an 
early age. Rather than let those 
circumstances define her ceiling, 
she let them define her drive. 
“You could become a product of 
your circumstance, or you could 
be a product of your decisions.”

That hyper-independence is 
her greatest strength, held with 
self-awareness. She shares her 
story because the lessons earned 
through adversity make her 
exceptional at what she does. 
“I can relate, and I have such 
empathy for so many different 
situations,” she says. “I’ve helped 
so many single moms find a 
home. I’ve helped people through 
divorces, through death. I may 
have been the only steady person 
during that 30 to 45 day period 
that they had to talk to.”

That’s not a sales pitch. 
That’s a calling.

“I believe with my whole heart 
that I was called to this life not 
just to sell homes, but to be a 
living testimony,” Megan says. “To 
remind other women that your 
beginning doesn’t decide your 
ending. That you can be soft and 
strong at the same time.” Faith 
over fear is the mantra echoing 
behind every career move since.

When she entered the industry, 
the market moved rapidly, with 

multiple offers and buyers barely 
catching their breath before a 
deal closed. Then it shifted in mid-
2022, and agents who’d coasted 
on momentum suddenly had 
to show their value. Megan had 
already been building hers.

She was among the first agents in 
her market to pioneer cinematic 
storytelling through video, 
capturing what it feels like to 
live in a town, not just what a 
house looks like. She also made 
a deliberate choice that set her 
apart: radical transparency. “I 
put out content showing the 
good, the bad, and the ugly, like 
what an inspection can look like, 
what can go wrong.” Her job, 
she says, is not to manipulate 
or convince someone to buy a 
home. “My job is to educate and 
guide my clients through one of 
the biggest emotional decisions 
of their life.  My business is 
rooted in serving my clients; 
providing clarity, protection, and 
peace of mind.  That will always 
be the core of my business.”

As a mom to two boys, ages six 
and nine, she’s woven work 
and family together rather than 
keeping them separate. Her sons 
have been to showings and heard 
the phone calls. They know why 
they get to travel to baseball 
tournaments and go to carnivals. 
“I try to teach them the why,” she 
says. “I want to show them you 
don’t have to choose between 
being successful and being the 
best parent. You can do both.”

Outside of real estate, Megan 
credits much of her balance and 
strength to the support system 
she’s built at home. “Real estate 
is a very demanding career and 
I am incredibly grateful to have 
found the most supportive, best 
friend and life partner in my 
boyfriend, Mike,” she says. “We 
approach life as a team.” In the 
little free time they have, the two 
enjoy traveling and working out 

I WAS CALLED TO THIS LIFE  
NOT JUST TO SELL HOMES, 

BUT TO BE A

living testimony.

together, building a healthy 
lifestyle amid the nonstop pace 
of the industry. Mike has become 
invested in Megan’s clients and 
often follows along with her 
deals right beside her. “He’ll 
randomly text me and ask if my 
clients were excited their offer 
got accepted,” Megan says with 
a laugh. “Some days real estate 
takes more than it gives, and he’s 
my steady anchor through it all.”

Her three rules for any agent 
entering this business: don’t lose 
sight of your morals, be honest 
and have integrity, and serve 
others. “If you are not in this to 
serve others, you’re not going 
to make it,” she says. “If you are 
viewing this as a sales position, 
you’re not in it for the right 
reasons, and it will translate.”

Megan Mellis doesn’t measure 
success by sales volume. She 
measures it by whether the 
people she served felt cared for.

“Want a life worth living? 
You have to believe in 
yourself.” She learned that 
early. She lives it daily. 

contentI PUT OUT 
SHOWING THE GOOD,  
THE BAD, AND THE UGLY. 
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mjacinto@directmortgageloans.com
Office: 219-924-5554  Cell: 219-501-1011
www.directmortgageloans.com/michelle-jacinto

MICHELLE JACINTO, NMLS # 209470

Eligibility and approval is subject to completion of an application and verification of home ownership, occupancy, 
title, income, employment, credit, home value, collateral and underwriting requirements. Direct Mortgage Loans, 
LLC is licensed in Maryland. Direct Mortgage Loans, LLC NMLS ID# is 832799 (www.nmlsconsumeraccess.com). 
Direct Mortgage Loans, LLC office is located at 11011 McCormick Rd Ste 400, Hunt Valley, MD 21031.

DEDICATED SUPPORT
FOR THOSE WHO SERVED

Expert guidance for VA financing
A process built around clarity
Respect, and experience
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Skip the wait with Same Day Mortgage.* 
So Easy. So Fast! 

David Polarek
Branch Manager
NMLS # 195167

(219) 789-7007

                 Applicant subject to credit and underwriting approval. Restrictions apply. Guaranteed Rate, Inc. dba Rate; NMLS #2611; For licensing information visit nmlsconsumeraccess.org. 

* Rate’s Same Day Mortgage promotion o�ers qualified customers who provide certain required financial information/documentation to Rate within 24 hours of locking a rate on a mortgage loan the opportunity to receive a loan approval 
within 1 business day of timely submission of documentation and does not suggest that the borrower will receive funding on the same day as their application submission. For purposes of this o�er, documents provided after 1 pm local time 
or on a weekend or company holiday will be deemed submitted the next business day.   Rate cannot guarantee that a loan will be approved or that a closing will occur within a specific timeframe.  Rate reserves the right to revoke this 
approval at any time if there is a change in your financial condition or credit history which would impair your ability to repay this obligation. Read and understand your Loan Commitment before waiving any mortgage contingencies. 
Borrower documentation and Intent to Proceed must be signed within 24 business hours of receipt. Not eligible for all loan types or residence types. Minimum down payment requirements apply. Not all borrowers will be approved. 
Borrower's interest rate will depend upon the specific characteristics of borrower's loan transaction, credit profile and other criteria. Not available in all states. Restrictions apply. Visit rate.com/same-day-mortgage for terms and conditions.

Let’s get started! 

Operating as Guaranteed Rate, Inc. in New York. 

(219) 407-0733 ∙ abriseno210@smalltownplumbing.info

RESIDENTIAL & COMMERCIAL PLUMBING
CERTIFIED IN BACKFLOW PREVENTION

SERVICE, NEW CONSTRUCTION & REHABS
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of @properties

BY GIAVONNI DOWNING

PHOTOGRAPHY BY MELINDA NICOLE PHOTOGRAPHY

COVER STORY

ThomasLarita Ask Larita Thomas 
how she learned her 

team had cracked 
the top 100 in their 

brokerage nationally, 
and she’ll tell you 

the truth:  she wasn’t 
looking. “I kind of 
just had my head 

down working,” she 
says. “I didn’t think 
it was going to be 
possible, honestly.” 

No campaign for 
the title, just the 

quiet astonishment 
of looking up and 
realizing the work 

had built something 
extraordinary.

Head 
Down, 

Building 
Up:  

The Story of 
Larita Thomas

That approach has defined 
Larita’s career. While 
industry recognition has 
followed, her focus has 
remained on serving clients 
and building relationships. 
Today, she leads a team that 
helps more than 130 families 
each year throughout 
Indiana and Illinois, making 
her a trusted resource 
for homeowners, buyers, 
investors, and referring 
agents alike. Recognized 

among the top 1.5% of 
real estate professionals 
nationwide by RealTrends 
since 2021, Larita and her 
team have also earned 
the Altitude Award for 
teams closing between $20 
million and $50 million in 
annual sales volume for two 
consecutive years. But ask 
Larita what she’s proudest of, 
and the sales figures barely 
make the list. “Everyone 
deserves professional 

representation,” she says, 
and that conviction is the 
reason the team exists.

As her business grew, so 
did the number of people 
seeking her guidance. What 
began as helping friends 
and family navigate the 
real estate process evolved 
into a team serving clients 
throughout Indiana, and 
Illinois. Today, Larita is 
known not only for her 

production, but for her 
ability to navigate complex 
transactions, build lasting 
relationships, and serve 
as a trusted resource for 
both clients and referring 
agents. Whether assisting 
a family relocating across 
state lines or collaborating 
with industry partners 
to solve challenges, her 
focus remains the same: 
helping people move 
forward with confidence.
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That instinct to see the 
gap, and build the bridge is 
what turned Larita from a 
maxed-out solo agent into 
a team leader. “I was at my 
breaking point” she admits. 

“I couldn’t handle all of it 
myself.” She wanted people 
who shared her mission, 
not a roster padded for size. 
The agents she brought on 
describe a leader who is both 

demanding and generous. 
“Larita’s leadership style is 
a mix of transformational 
and democratic,” says team 
member Devin Burks, who 
joined in November 2024 

carrying a production goal 
he hadn’t hit in his first two 
years in the industry and 
who doubled his production 
his first year on the team 
before hitting the team’s 
minimum benchmark by the 
second quarter of year two.

That kind of growth doesn’t 
happen by accident; it’s 
the entire point of how she 
runs things. Larita is, by her 
own admission, militant 
about her calendar, time-
blocking everything from 
client calls to her daughter’s 
track meets. Team member 
Dierdra Shittu puts it simply: 
“She doesn’t just focus on 
transactions; she focuses 
on developing people.”

That focus on people extends 
to how she leads, not just 
what she expects. She runs 
weekly accountability 
meetings and has built 
an internal system to 
understand how each of her 
agents learns best. 

“What stands out most is her 
willingness to help others, 
she celebrates wins, provides 
guidance, and creates an 
environment where people 
are motivated to succeed” 
says Veronica Hinton.

“Her leadership style 
is direct yet relaxed,” 
says Lonzetta McKennie 
Henderson, another team 
member, who points to 
something less common 
in this industry: Larita’s 
willingness to admit when 
she’s wrong. She isn’t 
interested in appearing 
infallible. She’s interested in 
the team actually working.

Four agents, four vantage 
points, one throughline:  a 
leader who builds people up 

SHE DOESN'T JUST FOCUS ON 
TRANSACTIONS; SHE FOCUSES ON 

DEVELOPING PEOPLE."
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Established
in 1991

(219) 365-9005 • info@peopleschoicehis.com • peopleschoicehis.com

Working together to help
our clients make the 

Best Choice

melindanicolephotography219@gmail.com 219-323-4657

Your Headshot & Personal Branding Photographer!

SCAN TO WEBSITE

Melinda

YOU HAVE TO 
HAVE A VALUE 
ADD BEYOND 
JUST OPENING 
DOORS."

LTG team members left to right:  Devin Burks, Dierdra Shittu, Larita Thomas, Veronica 
Hinton, Lonzetta Mckennie-Henderson

without ever losing sight of 
where the team is headed.

Underneath the structure of 
the accountability meetings, 
the annual team goal for 
community events, and the 

deliberate study of how 
everyone learns, there is a 
woman who measures her 
own life by a far simpler 
metric. “Being able to 
not miss an event for my 
daughter,” she says when 
asked how she defines 
success outside the office. 
“Being able to show up for 
the people around me. I 
wasn’t able to do that while 
working a regular job.” Her 
daughter is an elite sprinter, 
and hurdler who helped 
her freshman relay squad 
make Illinois history by 
winning the state title in the 

4x200. Larita is there for the 
track meets with a laptop 
under her arm because the 
work travels with her.

That same instinct shows 
up in client appreciation 
parties that started with 
two bowling lanes and now 
take over an entire venue.

The focus on client 
appreciation is deliberate 
because, as Larita 
explains, “The people who 
supported a transaction 
behind the scenes rarely 
get thanked publicly.”

It shows up in the estate 
planning workshops, 
community homebuying 
and workshops her team 
host annually. And it 
showed up most recently 
on a high school career 
panel, where she offers 
summer internships to 
students still deciding what’s 
possible for their lives. 

One told her nobody 
in his family had ever 
earned six figures, and 
he wanted to be first. “I 
almost cried,” she says. 
“Because I remember being 
in that same position.”

That memory of starting 
from nothing, of building 
something no one handed 
her, is the quiet engine 
behind the rankings, 
the certifications, the 
dual-state footprint.

When asked what it actually 
takes to survive in this 
business long-term, she 
doesn’t flinch. “You have to 
have a very strong stomach. 
You have to be able to have 
difficult conversations. 
Consistency is critical. 
You absolutely have to be 
financially disciplined.” 
Then, the line that separates 
her from agents chasing a 
quick close: “You have to 
have a value add beyond just 
opening doors.”

Larita Thomas has spent 
eight years serving her 
clients, families seeking 
access to homeownership, 
and the people she leads. 

She is not chasing the 
scoreboard. She’s bridging the 
gap, one family at a time. 
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Real Estate Law • Evictions • Tax Sales • Solving Title Issues

405 N Main Street, Crown Point, IN 46307
Kvachkofflaw@gmail.com | 219-661-9500

Kvachkoff
Law, Inc.

Guided by Experience,Bu�t � Integr�y
Your Trusted Partner with

Compassion and Transparency.
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Irving, TX 75063
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