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Ripple effect of family judge's actions still being felt 

 

By Kiah Collier 

 

For Kevin Bates, landing in Judge Denise Pratt's court meant not seeing his 16-year-old daughter 

for nearly a year while he waited on a contempt ruling to force his ex-wife to surrender the teen 

for weekend visits. 

 

For Katrina Fischer, it meant being forced from her home on Thursday evenings and every other 

weekend after the freshman jurist said she was banning her from being around her fiancé's three 

children from a previous marriage. 

 

For Lance Ellington, it meant spending more than $44,000 fighting his ex-wife's decision to 

home-school their daughters only to find out that Pratt had dismissed the unresolved case without 

letting either side know. 

 

In the weeks following the Pratt's surprise resignation on March 28, the human toll the family 

court judge's decisions took on Houston-area families in her three-plus years on the bench is 

coming into sharp focus. While it is difficult to objectively quantify wrongdoing in the high-

drama family courts, interviews with dozens of families and lawyers make clear that her actions 

exacerbated situations for people already in the midst of the worst times in their lives. 

 

Many of the complaints lodged against Pratt in recent months have centered on administrative 

issues, but lawyers also say her rulings sometimes strayed beyond the bounds of the law. 

 

In her now-shuttered re-election campaign, Pratt portrayed herself as a protector of families and 

an advocate for children, boasting about her policy of keeping the new romantic partners of 

divorcees away from their children. 

 

"When someone files for divorce who has children and they request a temporary restraining 

order that orders that the parents not have their children around their girlfriend, boyfriend, lover 

or paramour from 10 p.m to 8 a.m., we changed that to read: You are not to have your children 

around your girlfriend, boyfriend, lover or paramour at all," Pratt said in a campaign video. 

 

Blanket rule unusual 

 



For Fischer, who lives with her recently divorced fiancé and their young son, the reality of that 

rule meant that at least once a week she would have to leave her home while her soon-to-be 

husband's three daughters from a previous marriage were visiting. 

 

"She never alleged I was abusive, so that part about them not being in my presence we just don't 

understand, and it really affects the family," Fischer said earlier this year. "We have no idea 

where this came from, and we don't have the resources for hotel accommodations for either 

myself or him and his kids because they can't be around me." 

 

While judges have the discretion to do it, University of Houston law school professor Thomas 

Oldham, a family law expert, said a blanket rule banning all contact between a divorcee's 

children and a new significant other is unusual. 

 

"I think, certainly, more recently it's become accepted that, frequently, divorcing couples are 

going to establish new, romantic partnerships and, hopefully, remarry and that the family is 

going to have to adjust to that," he said. 

 

Some of Pratt's decisions, apparently guided by her personal philosophy, complicated Fischer's 

life in other ways. In a handwritten rendition dictating the terms of the temporary order, the 

judge ordered Fischer's soon-to-be husband and his ex-wife to meet every week to talk while the 

children attended Sunday school. She also said the children were not allowed to ride in an 

automobile with anyone except their biological parents, which meant they no longer could ride a 

bus to school. 

 

Pratt, who did not respond to repeated requests for comment for this story, has fiercely defended 

her actions through her lawyer, Terry Yates. 

 

In a statement announcing her resignation, she said she was quitting because of "relentless 

attacks by my political opponents," and that her "goal has always been to serve the children and 

families of Harris County." 

 

A year's delay 

 

Kevin Bates' sojourn through Pratt's court began in 2012, via a visitation dispute with his ex-wife 

over their 16-year-old daughter. 

 

A court order in the couple's divorce said the private pilot was supposed to pick up his three 

daughters on weekends. While the two younger sisters came to stay with Bates on weekends, his 

teenage daughter stayed at home with her mother. Bates, 43, let it slide for awhile, but after his 

oldest daughter missed a family gathering at his mother's house, he hit a breaking point. In 



March 2012, he filed suit and landed back in the 311th District Court where the couple had 

settled their divorce a few years earlier and Pratt since had taken the bench. 

 

Then, he waited. 

 

For a year, he did not see his daughter while he waited for a ruling from Pratt, who missed 

several scheduled hearings. So much time passed that Bates eventually let his lawyer file a "writ 

of mandamus," in effect, asking an appeals court to force Pratt to rule. A three-judge panel in the 

14th Court of Appeals, in a ruling that came less than three weeks later, said the wait had been 

"unreasonable" and ordered Pratt to make a ruling within 15 days. 

 

Bates soon learned he was not alone. 

 

Rallying against Pratt 

 

Within months, dozens of Houston-area family lawyers - including those representing Bates and 

his ex-wife - were rallying against Pratt, circulating a letter and petition urging her to resign. 

 

By the time she left the bench, a few months into the final year of her first term and entrenched 

in a primary runoff, lawyers had filed more writs of mandamus against her than any other family 

court judge, appeals court records show. She also had been removed from more than a dozen 

cases by visiting senior judges. 

 

One of those senior judges admonished her for ruling in a case without hearing any evidence. 

 

Last November, she performed the worst of any judge in recent memory on the Houston Bar 

Association's annual poll of lawyers, with 70 to 80 percent of respondents saying she had done a 

"poor" job following the law, issuing decisive and timely rulings and working hard and being 

prepared. 

 

After her resignation, the administrative judge for the county's nine family courts, David Farr, 

told the Houston Chronicle that Pratt had left "random chaos" behind in her court, where he 

discovered stacks of hundreds of unsigned, unfiled final court orders plastered with a rainbow of 

sticky notes. 

 

Bates eventually got a ruling in his favor, but he said that no longer is the point. 

 

"She took something away from me I'll never be able to get back," he said. He no longer sees his 

daughter, who since has turned 18. He blames the estrangement on the year he lost to Pratt's 

inaction. 



 

In its May 14, 2013, opinion, the appeals court panel wrote that Pratt had "abused her discretion" 

in Bates' case. 

 

"A parent's right to access to his child is a fundamental liberty interest more precious than 

property rights," it wrote. 

 

The swift ruling and rebuke were unusual enough, Bates' lawyer, Marcia Zimmerman, said. 

 

The resulting fax from Pratt's court was even more so. 

 

Alleged backdating 

 

The paper ruling, in Pratt's handwriting, was dated August 2012, nine months earlier. It ordered 

Bates' ex-wife to surrender their daughter, pay him $2,500 in lawyer's fees and serve probation 

until December 2012 - five months before. 

 

"I looked at the date and the first thing that came to my mind was: There's no way this judge 

signed this order on this date," Zimmerman recalled. 

 

The case was detailed in the first of three criminal complaints filed against Pratt with the Harris 

County District Attorney's office by Greg Enos, a Webster family lawyer who writes a monthly 

online newsletter called The Mongoose. 

 

The complaint, alleging Pratt had broken the law by backdating that and other court orders, 

sparked a grand jury investigation that ended without charges. It also led to the resignation of 

Pratt's lead clerk, whom the judge blamed for the backdating. 

 

Weeks later, county and courthouse sources said Pratt was under investigation by Harris County 

prosecutors again following what became her most infamous act. On the final two days of 2013, 

she quietly dismissed more than 630 cases without warning to lawyers or litigants, an act that 

struck down a variety of temporary court orders. Many of the dismissed cases were set to go to 

trial or had been completed and simply needed Pratt to sign final orders. 

 

In one of the cases, Pratt's dismissal allowed a soon-to-be ex-wife to return to the family home 

and demand to move back in. In another, a mother who had lost custody of her young son when 

she married a convicted sex offender, showed up to a supervised visitation site and demanded to 

take him back. Pratt had, according to court documents, found that "for the child to remain in the 

home of the mother is contrary to the welfare of the child." 

 



"We had no choice but to turn him over," said Marinelle Timmons, executive director of the 

Victim Assistance Centre, which runs a decades-old court supervised visitation program, noting 

the new husband had been accused of holding a knife to the little boy's throat. "I went to the 

office and I called CPS and made a report and was begging them, practically, to see if there was 

any intervention they could do." 

 

'Ripple effects' 

 

Pratt, through her lawyer, has defended the end-of-the-year purge as routine, saying courts 

regularly dump dead cases from their dockets, but also acknowledged that notices did not go out 

for some of them. She blamed that on a new computer system at the Harris County Clerk's office. 

A district clerk's spokesman later said the system had nothing to do with sending out dismissal 

notices. 

 

"The recent dismissals in my court were blown out of proportion by the liberal media and a few 

attorneys who have decided they don't like my conservative views," Pratt wrote in a February 

campaign email. 

 

Farr said it appears she dismissed any case older than a year, regardless of its status. 

 

Many of them had been set to go to trial soon, or had been finalized and simply needed Pratt to 

sign the final orders. 

 

More than 230 of the cases have been reinstated, but Farr said the purge is "going to have ripple 

effects going forward for years." 

 

Beyond the stress, time lost and general confusion, Pratt's actions placed additional financial 

strain on families appearing in her courtroom. 

 

Starting from scratch 

 

Lance Ellington spent nearly two years and tens of thousands of dollars trying to keep his two 

daughters in public schools when his ex-wife was trying to home-school them. The Tomball 

businessman found out in March that his case was among those dismissed without warning. By 

the time he found out in March, the deadline to get the case reinstated had passed. His lawyer 

told him he would have to start from scratch. 

 

"I've spent over $44,000 so far and I still owe my lawyer $11,000, and that just went out the 

window. I might as well have lit it on fire," Ellington said. 

 



Pratt bested three challengers in the March 4 Republican primary, but still faces a runoff against 

lawyer Alicia Franklin. Despite her resignation and the suspension of her re-election campaign, 

Pratt's name still will appear on the May 27 runoff ballot because she missed the deadline to 

withdraw, meaning that, technically, she could win re-election. 

 

Harris County Republican Party Chairman Jared Woodfill said the party is rallying around 

Franklin, making a Pratt victory unlikely. 

 

Pratt's lawyer said that if the former judge wins the runoff, she will take measures to remove her 

name from the November ballot. 

 

The idea Pratt still could win re-election troubles Ellington. 

 

"I feel kind of handicapped, her being a judge and just being able to walk away and leave 

everybody in shambles like she did," he said. "What do I do? Who can I go to?" 


