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FOCUS: IMMIGRATION 
Skyrocketing case backlog tests 
lawyers and clients. PAGE 7

SHOW OF SUPPORT 
Foster care system focus 
of docuseries. PAGE 3

By Marilyn Odendahl
modendahl@ibj.com

ana Hoover’s story is one  
of chance.

By chance she saw the tax 
warrants and learned the company she 
thought she jointly owned with her then-
husband was not just in her name only but 
also was in dire financial shape. By chance 
when she and her friends went to the busi-
ness on a Saturday to retrieve her car, she 
ventured inside the office and grabbed 
about seven boxes of business records.

And by chance, she tapped out an 
email to the Indiana Coalition Against 
Domestic Violence. She had been losing 
confidence in the prosecutor’s ability to 

hold her now-ex-husband accountable for 
what she describes as the “final assault,” 
and she was worried the tax issues at the 
business would financially damage the 
rest of her life. Of the 23 emails she sent 
to organizations and elected officials ask-
ing for help, she said the ICADV was the 
only one to respond.

Hoover ended up with a team of law-
yers provided by the coalition who helped 
her divorce Chad Hoover and get untan-
gled from the business, HCH Enterprises. 
Kyli Willis, associate attorney at Wanzer 
Edward, P.C. represented Hoover. Assisting 
were Taryn Stone, partner at Ice Miller, 
who dove into the business issues along 
with former Barnes & Thornburg attorneys 
Serj Mooradian and Ziaaddin Mollabashy. 

“It’s still hard to find the words to say 
how appreciative I am,” Hoover said, 
reflecting on her three-plus-year odys-
sey. “It is hard for me to understand the 
extent of everything that happened.”

Willis determined the best solution 
was perhaps the most difficult — getting 
a court to declare Hoover was not liable 
for any the business’ debt or obligations. 
Piecemeal approaches like the legal team’s 
success in getting the Internal Revenue 
Service to grant innocent spouse relief 
for the tax year 2015 would not provide 
blanket protection against all creditors.

At her first meeting with Willis, Hoover 
could not stop crying. She and her teenage 
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Former Indiana Secretary of State 
Todd Rokita is heading back to the 
Indiana Statehouse after claiming victory 
in the race for Indiana attorney general. 
Rokita, also a for-
mer Congressman, 
defeated Democratic 
candidate Jonathan 
Weinzapfel in the 
Nov. 3 election, 
securing about 58% 
of the vote.

“I want to thank 
my fellow Hoosiers 
for the trust and 
confidence you have 
placed in me to serve as your next attor-
ney general,” Rokita said in a statement 
issued around 9:40 p.m. on Election 
Night, when he was declared the win-
ner. “And thanks to my family, friends, 
co-workers, our great volunteers and all 
the men and women of good faith who 
wanted to make sure we had the best per-
son for this important job.

“You know our state has come so far 
under commonsense conservative leader-
ship over the last 15 years,” the AG-elect 
continued. “We have become a leader in 
the nation in every category that matters. 
Now we must keep it that way.”

Weinzapfel — who previously served 
as a state representative and mayor of 
Evansville — congratulated Rokita on his 
victory, saying he was disappointed in the 
results but proud of his campaign.

Rokita wins 
race for AG, 
GOP retains 
state offices
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Dana Hoover (center) credits her 
attorneys, (from left) Taryn Stone of 

Ice Miller and Kyli Willis of Wanzer 
Edwards, with giving her a future.
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son were homeless, having fled from her 
husband in the middle of the night. She 
was staying with friends and struggling 
to make her paycheck cover her expenses. 
Then her meager bank account of $397.19 
was garnished to satisfy the business taxes 
owed to the state of Indiana.

“What was at stake for Dana wasn’t just 
a matter of justice, it was her entire finan-
cial stability for the rest of her life,” Willis 
said. “She never could have dug out of the 
debts (Chad Hoover) wanted to leave her 
with. When I was preparing for her trial, 
what I thought was not just getting her 
justice but the gravity of how it would 
impact her life forever if we failed. …(She 
would) never be able to live anything like 
a normal life.”

Telling the same story
The Sept. 16 ruling from the Hamilton 

Superior Court in In Re: The Marriage 
of Chad A. Hoover and Dana L. Hoover, 
29D04-1705-DN-004385, provided 
the relief Willis wanted for her client. 
Within the 70-page document, the court 
offered a clear picture of how Hoover 
was almost ruined by debt and lawsuits 
connected to a business about which she 
knew little.

Her ex-husband had suggested they 
start a home contracting business 
together, and Hoover interpreted the idea 
as a romantic gesture of investing in their 
future. According to the court ruling, she 
recalled signing only one form, which 
was to get a tax identification number for 

the new company. But without her con-
sent, she was listed as the registered agent 
and her electronic signature appeared on 
the business formation documents.

The court found Hoover did not par-
ticipate in hiring employees, preparing 
the payroll or reviewing the business 
bank account. She did not sign bids or 
purchase orders, nor did she bring in new 
clients, assist on job sites or get involved 
with the company record-keeping.

Conversely, the court noted Chad 
Hoover testified he wanted to start the 
new company as a woman-owned venture 
in order to be able to bid on exempt proj-
ects. The office manager told the court 
the ex-husband was involved in the finan-
cial aspects of the business, telling her 
when to pay the bills and who to invoice.

By the time Hoover ran across the tax 
warrants, she was liable for what Willis 
has estimated was $500,000 in taxes 
that had been withheld from employ-
ees’ paychecks but never paid to the 
Internal Revenue Service. In addition, 
judgments had been entered against 
HCH Enterprises LLC from a handful 
of lawsuits.

“To be honest, as an attorney it’s hard 
enough when dealing with somebody 
who doesn’t play by the rules but this 
case had additional complexity,” Stone 
said, explaining the processes and proce-
dures available to help could not address 
Hoover’s situation. “… I have never seen 
anything like it.”

Hoover could have prevented the accru-
ing of liability by dissolving the company 
or filing a BC-100 form. However, Stone 
backed off because taking such action 

would have suggested that Hoover, con-
trary to her denials, did have authority 
over the business.

Willis did not doubt her client.
“Dana’s story never changed,” Willis 

said. “At every hearing, every meeting, it 
was always the same while (Chad Hoover’s) 
story changed every single time.”

Hamilton Superior Court held that 
Chad Hoover formed the business with-
out his wife’s knowledge or consent 
and that he was a “true owner” of HCH 
Enterprises. Moreover, the court awarded 
ICADV $17,000 in attorney fees because 
Chad Hoover did not give “adequate 
response during the discovery process,” 
which increased the small stipend the 
coalition had to pay to the attorneys.

Boxes of records
Chad Hoover’s current counsel, Cody 

Cogswell of Cogswell and Associates 
LLC, declined to comment on the spe-
cifics of the case, but he was surprised 
the business matters were part of a rul-
ing about marital property. Even though 
a petition for appellate review was not 
filed, Cogswell said the inclusion of the 
business might have merited a review by 
the Indiana Court of Appeals.

Along with the divorce, Chad Hoover did 
enter into a plea agreement resulting from 
the “final assault” incident. He pleaded 
guilty to one count of felony battery.

What was happening at the busi-
ness became a bit clearer when Hoover 
remembered she still had the boxes of 
records she took from the office. When 
Willis peered inside and saw the con-
tents, she called Stone, who has a deeper 

knowledge of business from her work as 
a transactional attorney serving health 
care providers.

Stone marshaled some of the staff at 
her law firm to scan and catalogue the 
receipts and other papers each box held. 
The records did not solve any myster-
ies, she said, but they did help prove the 
negative that Hoover did not have any 
involvement with the business.

“I think it was important to show what 
wasn’t there,” Stone said of searching 
through the records. “More of an exercise 
to show she wasn’t involved.”

When Hoover sent the email to the 
coalition, she thought maybe she could 
get a little guidance on navigating what 
she was realizing was going to be a very 
difficult divorce. She was so disgusted 
with herself during that time for having 
put her son in harm’s way that some days 
she did not want to get out of bed.

Today, she is living in a place of her 
own and her son is close to graduating 
from basic training in the U.S. Navy. 
Looking back, she credits the support 
from her co-workers who took up a 
collection to help her get an apartment 
and her friends who came when she had 
just four hours to collect her clothes 
and furniture she had left in the mari-
tal home. She is also so thankful for the 
help from ICADV that she has offered 
to tell her story and help other survi-
vors of domestic violence.

“I didn’t give up but I had help,” 
Hoover said. “I don’t know what would 
have happened to me (without my attor-
neys). I would have paid that debt for the 
rest of my life.”•
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fostered children while Chavis’ mother 
was young, leading Chavis’ aunt to do 
the same later as an adult. Meanwhile, 
Chavis’ paternal grandfather served as a 
civil rights advocate and judge, instilling 
in her a passion for leaving an impact on 
her community.

“I got intrigued on both sides — it’s 
kind of like this destiny came together. I 
just absolutely love it,” Chavis said.

So much so, in fact, that in 2017 Chavis 
authored a short novel titled “Adopting 
Tiger.” Inspired from her encounters 
with clients and the foster care system, 
Chavis penned a book about two families 
trying to adopt the same foster child. Her 
goal: bringing awareness to and destig-
matizing the foster care system.

More than three years later, Chavis is 
guided by that same reasoning in filming 
“Foster Care: Perfect Imperfection,” what 
could be Indiana’s first foster care docu-
mentary where the system itself is the 
main character.

Taking a closer look
Hoping to reach as many people 

through as many outlets as possible, 
Chavis said she chose to create a televised 
documentary series as her latest avenue 
of spreading foster care awareness: “This 
unique approach gives viewers a broad 
stroke and a deep dive into brokenness, 
healing and recovery. The documentary 
explores the affect of trauma on the brain, 
how frailties affects families and service 
providers who make a difference. The 
film gets down to the why’s and how’s.”

Each segment showcases new faces 
involved in foster care, including inter-
views with Indianapolis Colts general 
manager Chris Ballard about why his 
family chose to adopt their two young 
cousins out of foster care. In another 
segment, Chavis speaks with a grand-
mother who adopted her granddaughter 
after the girl’s mother fell victim to the 
opioid epidemic.

Also important to include, Chavis 
noted, were voices from child welfare 
leaders, state representatives, judges 
and attorneys. Rather than focusing the 
four-part docuseries on just one foster 
family’s story, Chavis decided to explore 
different facets of the foster care system 
from various perspectives to make it as 
comprehensive and inclusive as possible.

“When you swallow an aspirin, one 
person may want the aspirin to go to their 
shoulder, another to their head, another to 
their hip — my goal is once this ‘aspirin’ 
is swallowed, it will hit everybody some-
where,” she explained. “That all emotions 
are invoked. You’re happy, you’re sad, you 
celebrate … The series should hit people 
differently and that’s why I made the 
system the focus.”

Raising awareness
Earlier this year, Indiana was recog-

nized as the top state in the country for 
placing foster children into permanent 
homes through adoption. In fiscal year 
2019, 2,489 Hoosier children were adopted 
through the Indiana Department of Child 
Services, according to Gov. Eric Holcomb.

But during Marion Superior Magistrate 
Judge Geoffrey Gaither’s 25 years on the 
bench, the juvenile court jurist said that 

in comparison to the number of children 
in need of a foster home, less than half of 
the needed adults are available to serve as 
foster parents.

“The need is great,” Gaither said, while 
also acknowledging it can be a chal-
lenge to ask people to give of themselves 
during a pandemic. “It takes a special 
kind of person, heart and disposition to 
open your home to someone else’s child 
and responsibility.”

Foster parents step into the shoes that 
parents should fill for their children, 
Gaither noted, and at the end of the day, 
all a child wants is to be loved.

“They want someone to listen, provide 
guidance and someone to love them,” he 
said. “Sometimes it’s nothing more than 
that. You’d be surprised how often that 
makes a difference.”

Calling for action
Gaither said he hopes Chavis’ docu-

series will open the eyes of more people 
who are willing or open to the possibility 
of helping out the foster care community.

“There are a lot of people with untapped 
resources. I think this series could go a 
long way to opening their eyes and to 
raising awareness to have an opportunity 
to do these things,” he said.

Brooke Clawson, vice president of 
foster care and adoption at Children’s 
Bureau Inc., agreed, saying that she hopes 
viewers of the docuseries can also gain a 
better understanding of the experiences 
of the kids and families and the help 
that’s available.

“Natalie is very much about the call to 
action from this,” Clawson said. “‘Here 
are some stories, here is some reality, 

here is some hope, here’s how you can  
be involved.’” 

There are several calls to action stem-
ming from the docuseries, Clawson 
explained. Simply, a first step could look 
like reaching out to the Children’s Bureau 
and asking questions about what it looks 
like to be a foster parent.

If someone wants to help but isn’t inter-
ested or able to foster children, they can 
still help, Clawson assured. Donations of 
time and necessary materials can be crit-
ical for foster families receiving children, 
or families working to prevent separation.

“It’s a lot to take on to be able to give this 
snapshot and really have it be impactful,” 
Clawson said of the documentary. “I am 
excited about what (Chavis) is doing. She 
has so much energy for it.”

Airing this month
The docuseries, which debuted on 

WHMB-TV 40 in Indianapolis on Oct. 
31, has three more episodes airing on 
Nov. 7, Nov. 14 and Nov. 21. An addi-
tional virtual screening of two segments 
will be hosted by the Children’s Bureau 
on National Adoption Day, Nov. 21.

Over the course of the past year, Chavis 
has invested her personal time, money 
and energy into imagining and crafting 
the series. She met once a week for more 
than a year with a contracted business 
to film and edit portions of the series, 
collected interviews, and poured all of 
her efforts into the project.

“It is such a labor of love. I put every 
ounce into it,” she said. “Nothing is going 
to be perfect, but I left nothing on the 
field. I have given it everything I have to 
give, my whole heart.”•
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