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To Ari, for allowing me to join you on your very personal journey and for giving me a better picture of the immediacy of the transition from this life to Heaven.

To Susan, for challenging me to be a better person as I observed you constantly maintaining the very picture of strength from such an uncommon place of humility and self-sacrifice.

And to each of you who will read Ari’s story and think about loved ones in your own life who have passed away, may the firm hope that Ari has of a living Heaven also be yours. When you hear words like, “They are in a better place,” my hope is that you will recall Ari’s experience as a little kindergartener watching her family, carefree and pain-free, immediately walking away from the tragedy that ended their earthly lives and walking toward the indescribable beauty and love of Heaven, where she knows she will see them again, soon enough.

This book was written for you.






Everyone who calls on the name of the Lord will be saved.

—Romans 10:13 (NIV)








CHAPTER ONE

We knew it was coming, and yet we didn’t know.

The afternoon of April 27, 2011, Kenny Casey was on his way to fix a broken water pipe. Lean, soft-spoken, and sixty-two, Kenny was a longtime resident of Arab—a small, mistakenly named town near where the Tennessee River dips into Alabama, about seventy miles north of Birmingham. Kenny had a bad hip and a stiff back from forty years in the concrete business, but he could still build or fix just about anything, and when storms came through, which was often, Kenny was always ready to drive somewhere and fix something that wasn’t working.

That particular day began with squalls and thunderstorms blowing in from East Texas, and warnings from meteorologists that tornadoes were likely on the way—which, in the South, during tornado season, was not that unusual. Tornadoes were just what happened in Alabama in the spring. Kenny set out in his blue Chevy extended-cab pickup and headed for Arab Water Works, the utility company on Cullman Road and the site of the broken pipe. On the way, he switched on the radio—WXJC AM, 850 on the dial—so he could listen to the weather.

A tornado, he heard, was headed straight for Arab.

Kenny knew he didn’t have much time. Tornadoes move quickly, sometimes sixty miles an hour on the ground, fast enough to outrace a car. Most likely, Kenny had time to make one good decision and stick to it. He decided to turn the truck around and drive to the home of his mother-in-law in Arab’s rural Ruth community, a quarter mile from his own home, to make sure she was okay.

When he got there, the storm caught up to him.

Fist-sized chunks of hail fell from the sky and shattered his windshield. Boards and branches flew past him like paper. Kenny rushed his uncle, niece, and mother-in-law into the home’s concrete-topped storm shelter tucked into a dirt hill beside the road. He stepped aside to let a truck race past him. Just before pulling shut the shelter’s heavy wooden door, Kenny took one last look at the darkening sky.

What he saw could only make sense in a dream.

“Huge trees were flying through the air like bowling pins,” he says.

Then he heard the sound.

People talk about the sound without knowing quite how to describe it. Deafening. Sickening. Unearthly. “Sort of like standing next to an airplane turbine engine when you first crank it up, only a hundred times louder,” Kenny says. “It sounded like the world was exploding.”

A fleeting glimpse of the thing was all he allowed himself before yanking shut the shelter door, joining his family in the cramped space and beginning his prayers.

Our Father, who art in heaven…

Fifteen seconds later, it was over.



Kenny opened the shelter and emerged into an eerie stillness. “Graveyard quiet,” he recalls.

He never saw the tornado’s black funnel, but he knew from hearing it that it had traveled over the nearby holler and through a large, wooded field—land where he and three other families had their homes.

Right then, he says, “I knew my house was gone.”

He got in his truck and drove down the road, but broken trees blocked his way a hundred yards from the field. From there, he had to go on foot. His hip was sore now, but adrenaline pushed him forward and he crawled his way around mangled tree trunks and across the field.

Finally, he was in it—the barren, flattened footprint of the storm.

He stood there and surveyed the tornado’s grim toll. An eighty-year-old tree had been uprooted and dropped on his house, leaving nothing but a stew of wood and bricks. A stand of oak trees bordering the field had been mowed like grass, some yanked up, some sheared at the base. A hundred-year-old family barn behind his house, reduced to a bramble of planks. A two-ton pickup truck flipped over on its top, like a toy.

Around him, nothing stirred. No breath of wind or crack of wood. The familiar was now strange and new. The world was flat and Kenny could see for hundreds of yards in almost any direction, though he couldn’t tell which direction was which. Time had stopped and the air smelled of dirt and grass and gas leaking from broken lines. A place of life was now a wasteland, stripped of everything.

“I was thinking, ‘There’s no way anyone could have survived,’ ” Kenny says.

In the distance, a flicker of movement.

Kenny limped his way toward it. In the middle of a field, in a clump of high grass, he saw something tremble.

It was a child.

“Her eyes were closed and she was barely moving, but she was starting to come around,” Kenny says. “She was moaning like she was really hurt. I knew right away who it was.”

She was Ari Hallmark, the six-year-old daughter of Kenny’s friend Shane Hallmark and Shane’s wife, Jennifer.

Kenny, his hip and back nearly giving out, found the strength to lift Ari in his arms and cradle her. He held her like she was his own child, with her head on his shoulder, and later he said no one could have taken her out of his arms even if they’d tried. He knew Ari needed medical help, so he started walking, but he didn’t know where to go—all the landmarks he was used to were gone.

Instead, Kenny followed the sound of sirens. He carried Ari for nearly a mile, past the pockmarks of homes sucked whole into the air, until he made it up to Ruth Road. There he saw a bright red fire truck, and a fireman running toward them. Only then did Kenny surrender Ari.

“Wait,” he said before the fireman took her away.

Kenny pulled off his red sweatshirt and gently wrapped it around Ari’s neck, stabilizing her head. Then, as the fireman rushed away with the child, and as a hard rain poured down on the desolate scene, Kenny slumped to the ground, put his head in his hands, and prayed the little girl would live.

He had no idea how badly she was hurt. All he knew was the tornado had thrown her across the black sky like a rag doll and set her down more than two hundred yards away from where she sheltered. Two football fields away. What she’d gone through in that time, Kenny couldn’t possibly know.

In fact, what happened to Ari in those terrible moments was something almost completely incomprehensible. Something beyond the storm, beyond all imagining.

Beyond, even, the confines of earth.

This is the story of Ari Hallmark and what happened to her.



My name is Lisa Reburn and I’ve known Ari since shortly after the Super Tornado Outbreak of 2011, one of the deadliest and most devastating meteorological events in recorded history—what Birmingham-based TV meteorologist James Spann called “an unspeakable American tragedy.” It was the storm that brought Ari and me together. I first met her at the only five-casket church visitation I’ve ever attended.

A visitation is an informal gathering of friends and family the night before the funeral, and the caskets held most of Ari’s family.

Like Ari, I’m a Southern girl, born in North Alabama. I grew up in the city of Florence, along the Tennessee River, and about two dozen of my relatives—aunts, uncles, cousins, grandparents—all lived within three blocks of my family’s home. On Sundays after church you’d find nearly all of us at my grandmother’s house, gathered around the same tables, digging into home-cooked candied yams, fried okra, black-eyed peas, chicken and dressing, and my aunt Helen’s warm chocolate pie.

Today, I’m a retired educator who worked in the Florida and Alabama public school systems for nearly twenty-four years, before earning my PhD and working eleven more years in higher education. One of my focuses has been on students who are blind or visually impaired. Occasionally, I have worked with young people during their times of grief.

On April 27, 2011, I was driving a few miles west of Arab, rushing home to Florence, when most of the early tornadoes struck. Somehow, I avoided a direct hit and made it home through blinding rain and battering winds. Over the next few days, I learned the tornadoes had taken the lives of more than three hundred people—at least ten times more than even the most pessimistic meteorologist could have imagined.

Two days after the outbreak, I answered a call from Susan Garmany, a paraprofessional at a school in Arab. Susan and I had worked together one day a week for three years, assisting a student who was blind. In the call, Susan told me that her six-year-old granddaughter, Ari, was in the hospital, badly injured and in the intensive care unit.

Susan told me Ari was screaming, not from pain, but from a much deeper wound, and she just wouldn’t stop. Susan wasn’t sure what to do, and she asked for my advice.

The next day, Susan called me again to help with Ari. I stayed close to both Ari and Susan for the next several weeks, then months, then years. In the decade since I first mset them, Susan and Ari have become more than just my friends—they are family to me, and I to them.

It was about a month and a half after the tornado that I learned Ari had an unusual story to tell—a story that went beyond the storm. She first described it when she was in the hospital, mainly through drawings, and after that she only sporadically brought it up. Whenever she did tell the story, it was detailed and consistent. It was also a story that, as she grew older, she became more determined to share, because she believed its message would be of great help and solace to others.

It is, very simply, the most incredible story I have ever heard.



“This is how good I can remember it,” Ari explained not long after the storm, when she was still six years old. “We were all in the tiny bathroom together and we had just seen the tornado in Maw Maw’s backyard. We heard glass breaking and things banging real loud around the house. I felt the house vibrating and I remember it starting to go sideways before the whole house just completely turned around. Then it was moving and I was up in the tornado with cows flying around me. I could hear Pepper barking and cows mooing really loud. I saw Maw Maw pointing at something. She said, ‘Oh, look at that. What’s that? Let’s go see.’ ”

So begins Ari’s description of her incredible experience on April 27, 2011. In the midst of the cataclysmic storm, as 175 mph winds tore her grandparents’ home off its foundation and flung it into the sky, Ari had a profoundly beautiful, peaceful, and life-changing experience in Heaven. She saw her maternal grandfather who died a few years before the tornado (and before she was old enough to remember him) and she saw angels. She saw Jesus gently receive her baby cousin from her mother’s arms and hold him. She saw a burst of light brighter than anything she’d ever witnessed, and streets that sparkled with gold, “like mirror lights were coming off them.” Ari saw colors that have no names on earth.

And when the storm somehow laid her down on a patch of grass in the field, broken but not shattered, Ari returned with a beautiful, inspirational message. At the heart of that message is a very simple idea:

“You’re going to see your loved ones who passed away again,” says Ari, now eighteen. “This is not your last time with them. Your time on earth is temporary and you should be at peace with where your loved ones are when they pass. You can miss them. But you don’t have to hurt all the time. You will see them again.”

In a way, Ari’s extraordinary experience began six months before the tornado hit. Back then, Ari lived the mostly typical life of a Christian child in the South. Her grandfather was a Baptist preacher, though she never got to hear him preach. Ari’s parents took her to church every Sunday starting when she was two, and in the car on the way home they’d talk to her about God and Jesus. Grace before meals, prayers at night, verses from the Bible, contemporary Christian music on the radio—slowly, Ari built a relationship with Christ.

Then, about six months before the storm, Ari “started having the dreams,” says her grandmother, Susan, who now lives with Ari in the Ruth community in Arab. “She had them over and over and it was always the same thing—a voice in her dreams telling her that both of her parents were going to die at the same time.”

For months, Ari cried uncontrollably every time her parents dropped her off at school, because “I was sure I was going to lose them and I wanted to spend every possible moment with them while I still had them,” Ari says. Many people, including Ari’s kindergarten teacher, Laura Byars, tried to comfort her, but nothing helped. By Christmas, Ari had lost weight, and there were dark circles under her eyes. She had been crying for more than two months, every day.

Then, the tornado struck.



The details of the tornado, and the destruction it caused, often seem inconceivable to me, too cruel and random to make any sense of, and especially hard to make peace with.

In all, sixty-two tornadoes touched down in Alabama on April 27, 2011, part of a three-day weather event that included more than 360 confirmed tornadoes tearing through parts of twenty-one states. More than twenty of the tornadoes in Alabama were considered “killer” tornadoes, meaning they led directly to deaths, and three of them reached the very highest rating on the Enhanced Fujita Scale—EF5, an exceedingly rare designation for tornadoes (there hadn’t been a single one in the country in three years). EF5s feature winds over 200 mph, strong enough to pick up cars, trucks, and even trains and carry them one mile through the air. This unprecedented three-day storm, in turn, was part of the single worst month for tornadoes anywhere in the United States in all of American history—the National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration confirmed a staggering 757 tornadoes in April 2011, beating the old monthly record by more than two hundred.

The 2011 Super Outbreak caused more than $11 billion in damage to buildings, roads, homes, and other structures and systems in the US, making it the costliest tornado outbreak of all time. It also seriously injured more than three thousand people.

No single day that April was deadlier than April 27. An inconceivable 316 people were lost that day, most of them Alabamians.

Yet as grim as these statistics are, they do not come close to telling the real story of April 27, 2011.

That story cannot be told with numbers, nor can the suffering within it be measured by any scale. Ari’s is only one of the thousands and thousands of heartbreaking stories that could be told about those three fateful days, and I never allow myself to forget that. But Ari’s experience is the one I know best, and to me it defies categorization and transcends simple storytelling.

There have been some, however, who have tried to stop Ari from sharing this story. People who, because of tragic circumstances, entered Ari’s life and made it harder than it had to be. People who argued that Ari’s desire to talk about Heaven wasn’t “normal”—that she should be forced to pursue more ordinary activities “like softball.” People who said, “Young kids don’t need to be going around talking about death all the time,” as if the best thing for Ari, emotionally and spiritually, would be to take everything she endured and stuff it away and pretend it didn’t happen.

These people, however, did not, and never even tried to, know Ari. Nor did they listen to the people who did—or to Ari herself.

The truth is that Ari has always wanted to share her story because she wants people “to hear about my time in Heaven and be inspired by it,” she says now. “Back when I was six, I couldn’t really know the effect my story would have on people. But now I really believe this is a message people want and need to hear.”



As a native of Alabama I have lived with the threat of deadly tornadoes all my life. It is something everyone who grows up in the American South learns how to handle. It does not help to be afraid of tornadoes, though it’s essential to have a healthy respect for them—to understand and appreciate what they do.

Put simply, tornadoes take. They take sturdy homes off their foundations and churn them into bits. They take whole forests that have grown and nourished wildlife for decades and flatten them into oblivion. They take livestock and tractors as easily as they take the roofs off schools and stores, and they take strong, thick carpenter nails hammered into hardwood by generations past and yank them loose, destroying the sacred things they once held together. They take away loved ones, leaving despair and pain. Tornadoes take.

But people?

People give.

As much as anything, Ari’s story is about how the grace of God was manifest in Arab, Alabama, through the community of people who came together to help a wounded but truly remarkable child. It is a story of the triumph of faith and humanity over the hardest of hardships and the unbreakable bonds of love that connect families, and sometimes strangers. Among the ruins are many resurrections; among the horrors, countless blessings. God is present in all these moments, just as He is in the most remarkable of all the events Ari describes—the beautiful journey that took her to a place beyond the storm.

That is why I feel so strongly about Ari’s story—because there is so much love and wisdom and comfort, and ultimately hope, to be found in it.

And because I am certain that, as you get to know Ari, you will be as impressed and inspired by her courage and spirit as I have been.






SIXTEEN DAYS OUT

April 11, 2011

Vestavia Hills, Alabama

It began, simply enough, as air.

Air caught between the higher atmospheric pressure near the earth’s surface and the lower pressure in the surrounding atmosphere, a tension of warring meteorological forces that spun the air into wind.

Winds that grew stronger over the tropical waters of the Gulf of Mexico and began whirling in a counterclockwise circle, propelling themselves out of the Gulf and toward the US coast, where electrical energy and booming shock waves transformed them into thunderstorms.

A long, sturdy, rolling line of thunderstorms, weak as they swept over Mississippi, but intensifying as they crossed the border into central Alabama late in the afternoon of April 11.

Thunderstorms that rumbled fourteen miles northeast into Vestavia Hills, a quiet Birmingham suburb, where, at 7:29 p.m. (central time), their peak winds were measured at 100 mph—powerful enough to earn them a new meteorological designation.

The storms were now a tornado.

A tornado that touched down somewhere behind the Vestavia Hills Police Department building on Montgomery Highway, and from there ripped through the playground and picnic table area in nearby Byrd Park, snapping or uprooting thirty towering pine trees, knocking over numerous large hardwoods on the grounds of the Vestavia Country Club, and dislodging drywall fasteners on a home next to the club, one of several houses damaged by the winds or falling trees.

And then—the tornado was over. It lasted one minute. It had a small impact area—one hundred yards wide by a half mile long. Its 100 mph winds made it an EF1 tornado, the second-least-dangerous type on the EF Scale, which rates tornadoes from zero to five based on wind strength and damage. The EF1 on April 11 did not, luckily, kill a single soul, and it was seen, for the most part, as a relatively minor weather event.

Only later would meteorologists look back on the tornado and see it as something else altogether—a harbinger of what was yet to come.






CHAPTER TWO

Something was wrong on the sonogram.

Jennifer Hallmark lay on the imaging table in her doctor’s office in Arab, scared to death. She was there for a scheduled exam after a long, challenging year of trying to get pregnant, a year that included receiving hormone injections as part of a fertility treatment, as well as any number of store-bought pregnancy tests, invasive exams, embarrassing talks with new doctors, genetics testing, X-rays, charts, thermometers, calendars, quite a bit of cash, and a fair amount of unsolicited advice from close friends, relatives, and even a few strangers—all a part of the price that Jennifer and her husband, Shane, were willing to pay to start a family.

Besides this difficulty getting pregnant, Jennifer was, as far as she knew, perfectly healthy. In fact, she was unusually fit. A different doctor once pushed down on her stomach and said he’d never felt so much abdominal muscle on a woman before (Jennifer did one hundred sit-ups every night, feet under the couch, without fail). Blond, fair, and pretty, Jennifer was twenty-four years old and two years into her marriage to Shane, who, like her, was excited about having a family, even if he was a bit more anxious than she was about the reality of raising a child.

And now the doctor said there was a “mass” on the sonogram. Other frightening words followed: polyps, cysts, blighted ovum, potentially cancerous.

“Jennifer, you need surgery,” the doctor said.

An appointment was made with a surgeon. Jennifer’s parents, Susan and Mike Garmany, went with her to the hospital; so did Shane and his parents, Phillip and Ann Hallmark. Jennifer was scared. She had no idea what was wrong with her or what was going to happen. Susan tried to soothe her daughter and stayed with her while a nurse inserted an IV and prepped her for surgery. Then it was time, and Shane and the family retreated silently to a waiting room.

Just ten minutes later, a nurse appeared.

“Y’all need to come back here,” she said.

In the operating room, they found Jennifer crying.

“What in the world?” Susan yelled out as she rushed to her daughter’s side. “What is it? What’s wrong?”

“Mom,” Jennifer said through tears, “I’m pregnant.”

It was true. Before the surgery, as part of regular procedure, the doctor gave Jennifer a pregnancy test. To everyone’s surprise, the test came up positive. There was no mass. There was, in fact, a baby.

And the baby was Ari.



The city was supposed to be called “Arad” with a d.

This was the intention of Stephen Tuttle Thompson, the first settler to build a house on the land that would become Arab. It was Stephen who, in 1882, applied to the US Postal Service to open a post office in the town, which was then known as Thompson’s Village, after Stephen’s father, Joseph Thompson. The form required three possible names for the city, and Stephen listed Ink, Bird, and Arad—the last of which was the biblical name Stephen had given his son. Apparently, Arad was also the name Stephen preferred for the town, given the unusual first two choices.

Sure enough, postal officials did select Arad.

But a staffer misread the name on Stephen’s application as “Arab” with a b. The mistake was never corrected and the name stuck, and Arab, Alabama, all thirteen and a half square miles of it, was incorporated in 1892.

Arab (pronounced AY-rab) sits on the modest elevation of Brindlee Mountain in the southernmost part of the Appalachian Plateau, the strip of rugged land that runs from New York to Alabama along the western wall of the Appalachian Mountain range. Indigenous Americans from the Cherokee Nation lived there in the early 1800s before the mostly Scotch-Irish settlers arrived on packhorses and in wagon trains from the Carolinas, Tennessee, and Georgia. These settlers traveled on a new federal pathway called Bear Meat Cabin Road, which was little more than a crudely cleared trail with tree stumps cut just short enough so they wouldn’t break the axles on the wagons.

Over the years, Arab grew: the first gristmill in 1885; the first school in 1902; the first drugstore in 1926 (patronized eight years later by the infamous Bonnie and Clyde); the first successful newspaper, the Arab Tribune, in 1958. Jennifer Hallmark’s maternal ancestors trace back to well before these years; in fact, they settled the land before it even had a name. Jennifer’s great-great-great-grandmother was a full-blooded Cherokee from the Deer Clan—the keepers and caregivers of deer, as legend has it. Susan still has an old photograph that shows her ancestor wearing a necklace with the image of a deer burned into a small piece of rounded leather. The clan’s legacy is a deep, abiding love of and respect for nature and animals; members were taught to apologize to deer prior to killing them, and to explain the necessity of doing so.

Jennifer came from farming people, and her maternal great-grandfather owned large stretches of land on which he grew cotton. Her mother, Susan, remembers joining the other kids in the family to pick cotton for a few weeks “to earn money for new school clothes”—hot, hard work during the brutal Alabama summers. Susan also remembers her granddaddy letting the kids pile on top of the day’s fluffy cotton haul for afternoon drives through the fields in the old cotton truck, a memory that still makes her smile. In winters her family joined many other Southerners who moved temporarily to Michigan, so the men could work in the car factories until they got to go back home in the spring to plant their crops.

Susan’s paternal grandparents were sharecroppers. Despite being born three months premature—he fit in the palm of his mother’s hand and spent his first several months swaddled inside a shoebox behind the family’s potbellied stove—Susan’s grandfather grew up strong and had thirteen children. The youngest boy, Bobby, grew up to marry a girl he’d known since grade school, Marlene, and they had five children of their own, one of whom was Susan.

Bringing up their children in the 1950s, Susan’s parents never had much extra money, but they did have all the food and family they needed. They grew okra, beans, peas, and tomatoes in their garden, though one of Susan’s favorite snacks was her mother’s peanut butter “suitcases”—“one slice of bread with peanut butter on it, folded over.” The girls picked blueberries and huckleberries for pies and cobbler, while Susan’s brothers hunted deer and squirrels and brought home plenty of catfish. “Back then, boys were fishing by five years old, hunting by eight,” Susan says. “My momma would tell them, ‘Don’t you load that gun until you see something,’ but my brothers didn’t pay her any mind.”

Like her mother, Susan met her future husband, Mike, in school, when he began following her up and down the hallways of their high school. Susan, shy and reserved, kind of liked that Mike followed her around the way he did. Mike was shy and quiet, too, the result of being born tongue-tied, and his older brother had to do most of the talking for him, since few people could understand him. When Mike turned ten, a doctor clipped his tongue and after that he spoke normally, but retained his quiet demeanor.

Shy or not, Mike did summon the courage during a high school typing class to take the long walk all the way from the back of the classroom to the front, where, right under the teacher’s nose, he approached Susan at her desk and asked to borrow a pencil.

“Why do you need a pencil in typing class?” she responded.

That inauspicious first conversation did not stop Mike. He kept chasing Susan down the halls until, one afternoon, Susan slowed down just enough to let him catch her. When she was sixteen and he was seventeen, they married in the yard outside the house her father and uncle built; the local pastor, Albert E. Patterson, officiated. Early on, Mike worked the night shift at Dunlop Tires, where his father was a manager, while Susan finished up high school during the days.

“I would leave him letters in the morning before classes and he would leave me letters at night,” Susan says. “That was the only way we could share things because we barely saw each other.”

They had a child, Jason, in 1977, and another son, Josh, in 1981.

In between, in 1979, their daughter, Jennifer, was born.

“The best baby you could ever want,” Susan remembers. “Didn’t cry or fuss much, slept in her own room at two weeks.” Pretty, blond, and naturally athletic, young Jennifer loved playing sports and climbing trees more than the traditional pastimes for girls, and she preferred the company of her two brothers to that of her female friends. She always insisted on joining in when her father and the boys were playing at something, and she was good at basketball and ran faster than most boys her age. Whenever her father took jobs mowing weeds in vacant lots, Jennifer was quick enough on her feet to catch the rabbits that scampered out (she always set them free after a while).

“I mean, she was feminine and she could doll up and look beautiful, but she just didn’t like wearing dresses all that much,” says Susan. “I’d put her in a dress for church and that was a battle. With me, I started wearing makeup when I was in the sixth grade. Jennifer waited until the tenth grade to finally try some lipstick.”

Everyone could tell that Jennifer was exceptionally smart and strong-willed, even though, as her mother says, “She never quite put her best foot forward in school. Jennifer was an adventurous free spirit who didn’t like the responsibility that came with being smart, so a lot of the time she would act like she wasn’t.”

One of the only future goals Jennifer ever talked about was her desire to be a mother and have a family of her own.



Jennifer first met Shane Hallmark at the Walker Building Supply store just north of town and up the road from the Kirkpatrick Concrete company on US Route 231. Jennifer’s younger brother, Josh, worked there with Shane, stocking and selling tools, fixtures, paints, lumber, and electrical and plumbing supplies. Jennifer showed up one evening to give her brother a ride home, and the next day Shane pulled Josh aside and asked about the pretty blonde who came to see him.

“That’s my sister,” Josh told him.

After that, Shane didn’t fool anyone about how sweet he was on Jennifer, while those around her could tell she liked him, too.

“We all knew,” Susan says.

The word around town was that Shane was a solid, decent man, and Jennifer’s father, Mike, thought so, too.

“That Shane is a good boy,” he told Susan one day. “He’s got good manners and he’s respectful.”

Handsome, healthy, tan, and muscular, Shane had perfectionistic tendencies, and he worked hard to keep the world around him as neat as possible. He didn’t mind having friends over to his home, but the instant they got up and said good night, Shane would haul out the vacuum and clean every inch of the carpets. He loved drag racing and tinkering with his cars’ engines, but he also had a collection of model cars that he cherished. As soon as he was done enjoying them, though, he would get down to the business of cleaning and waxing each tiny car before putting it back in its precise spot in a glass case. At thirteen, Shane developed alopecia universalis, a condition that caused the loss of every bit of his hair, including his eyelashes (his hair never came back). Jennifer thought that only added to his striking appearance and pristine demeanor.

When he showed up for his first date with Jennifer, Shane wore pressed blue jeans, a well-ironed T-shirt, and sneakers that shone like fresh white snow. “Not a wrinkle on him,” says Susan.

Jennifer, on the other hand, was known to make a mess or two. She loved dogs and on occasion would try to sneak one into Shane’s pristinely clean house for a quick but inevitably fur-shedding visit. Shane, however, always caught on—and years later Jennifer’s unsuccessful stowaway attempts became part of the Hallmark family lore. (Ari loved those stories and became a dog-sneaker, too.)

Because Shane didn’t have an ounce of meanness to him, he found a middle ground with Jennifer, who in turn tolerated his compulsive cleaning. In fact, Jennifer was pleased with how spotless he kept their cars and trucks. As a couple, they complemented each other in different ways, and rarely found anything to argue over.

“I never knew of them fussing,” says Susan. “They fit together really well. It was like they finished each other.”

Shane and Jennifer eloped to get married, and a year later they hosted a more formal ceremony at a lodge on the Parches Cove Hunting Preserve, on the edge of the Tennessee River, in the very small town of Union Grove.

Shane wore a perfectly ironed purple shirt and a black cap. Jennifer had her blond hair swept up in a soft, glamourous style, wore pearl drop earrings with floating crystals, and chose a lovely long dress that made her look like Cinderella. Jennifer’s father, Mike, was the minister. During the ceremony a bald eagle swept into the river and came up with a fish in its talons, a moment the photographer just missed capturing. It was, the guests all agreed, a beautiful wedding and a wonderful start for the happy couple. It wouldn’t be long, most figured, before their little family grew.



After the scare with the sonogram, Jennifer was able to enjoy the good news that she was pregnant. She’d waited a long time for this moment to come. When she was young she liked to joke that she wanted to have a big belly just like her granddaddy. Sure enough, when Jennifer was nine months along, she and her grandfather posed for a photo, big belly to big belly, both smiling ear to ear.

On a fall day in 2004, Shane drove Jennifer to Crestwood Medical Center, thirty miles up US Route 231 in Huntsville, for what was supposed to be a normal delivery. But there was another complication—the labor took too long and the baby’s vital signs began to drop. The doctor performed an emergency cesarean and didn’t even allow Jennifer’s mother to be with her during the surgery. Thankfully, everything went well, and Ari Hallmark arrived in the world. She was eight pounds, with wispy blond hair and delicate features—perfect in every way. Jennifer held her beautiful daughter and beamed, while Shane “looked just a little overwhelmed by it all,” remembers Susan. “He was so happy, but he was also like, ‘Oh my, what did I get myself into?’ ”

Six weeks later, just after Christmas, Jennifer felt a terrible pain in her abdomen. She doubled over in agony and couldn’t stand up straight. Horrified, Shane rushed her to the hospital. Jennifer was diagnosed with a postnatal gallbladder infection that led to pancreatitis, a potentially deadly condition, and she had to check back into the hospital for two weeks. The news was a shock for everyone.

“How could our perfectly healthy daughter be so sick that she might die?” cried Susan.

In those two weeks Jennifer could not eat or drink at all and was hooked to an IV around the clock. Shane stayed by her side in her hospital room as much as they let him. Susan, meanwhile, took care of Ari, and brought her to the hospital to see Jennifer when it was allowed.

Still, it was an unfortunate separation for Ari and Jennifer so soon after the birth. “Ari cried a lot,” says Susan. “She was restless and she didn’t understand what was happening, and it was an awfully long time to be separated from her momma at such a young age.”

Jennifer recovered and came back home, but just a few months later she doubled over in pain again. The pancreatitis was back, and Jennifer had to return to the hospital, separating her from Ari for another two weeks.

“Both times, Jennifer could have died,” Susan says. “That’s how serious it was. But she’s tough and she pulled through.”

After that, life for the Hallmarks settled down. Ari grew up to be a tomboy and a free spirit, just like her mother—strong-willed, feisty, happy to go her own way. She was her mother’s daughter in so many ways: she cracked her knuckles just like Jennifer did, and she hated anyone touching the inside folds of her arms, just like Jennifer had.

“Sometimes I even called her Jennifer by mistake,” says Susan. “And the older she got the more she looked like her mom, so blond and pretty. It was like I was looking at a mini Jennifer.”

This was, for Jennifer, exactly what she’d envisioned for her life since she was young—a happy, healthy family of her own. And now she was living it, with handsome Shane and lovely Ari, in her own little corner of the American Dream.






TWELVE DAYS OUT

April 15, 2011

Boones Chapel, Autauga County, Alabama

The first amateur radio report came in at 11:02 a.m.—hail “the size of quarters” in downtown Birmingham.

Not much later, an EF1 tornado with 100 mph winds touched down and damaged trees in the Nanafalia community west of Birmingham.

From there, the winds picked up, surging to 150 mph at 1:45 p.m., when an EF3 tornado struck the town of Geiger. Yet another EF3 raged through Greene County at 3:16 p.m., snapping hundreds of trees, battering homes, and crushing a power transmission tower.

The storm system, already in its second day, was not nearly finished. Just before 5:00 p.m., several witnesses reported seeing the third EF3 tornado of the day hit the Boones Chapel area in Autauga County. Dozens of single-family and mobile homes were damaged or destroyed, and a double-wide trailer was picked up and thrown across State Route 69, killing its one occupant. The brutal tornado rode the ground and wreaked havoc for nearly eight miles, leveling a path that was eight football fields wide.

The chaos was not unexpected. The event began a day earlier, on April 14, and lasted through April 16, a fifty-two-hour period that saw 178 tornadoes touch down in fifteen states—forty-five of them in Alabama on April 15, the most to ever appear in the state on a single day.

When the storms finally wound down and did their last bits of recorded damage—an eighteen-wheeler hydroplaning and jackknifing on I-65, signs in a shopping center blowing away in Wadley—a total of four Alabamians had tragically lost their lives.

Across fifteen states—38 deaths, 588 injuries.

It went down in the books as one of the worst storms in the history of Alabama—and yet, years later, those three days of ferocious storms would come to be known, improbably, as “the Forgotten Outbreak.”

The outbreak would be “forgotten” only because of what would happen just twelve days later, on April 27, 2011.






CHAPTER THREE

Baby Ari was a happy and thriving child, but the early periods of separation from her mother had an effect on her. She grew accustomed to sleeping with her grandmother and she cried whenever Jennifer tried to put her to bed in her own room. “It was really tough for Shane and Jennifer when Ari was little,” says Jennifer’s sister-in-law, Mandy Garmany. “Sometimes Jennifer just gave up—just literally fixing a bottle for Ari and saying, ‘You drink until you can’t drink no more, girl, ’cause I don’t know what else to do for you.’ ”

Luckily this rough spell didn’t last, and by the time Ari was a toddler she became “herself”—a normal, sprightly, exceptionally cheerful little girl. “If you look at pictures of her back then, she always had a big, beautiful smile on her face,” her grandmother remembers. “Always grinning about something, just a happy little child.”

At first the Hallmarks lived in Shane’s home on Frontier Road in Arab while Shane continued working at Walker Building Supply. Around then, Susan Garmany’s husband, Mike, lost his job as manager at Dunlop Tires when the company moved its plant out of the country. Mike had worked there for thirty years. The state paid for him to earn a trucking license, but he disliked being away from home for long stretches and stopped driving after a year. His son Josh suggested they pursue something Josh had dreamed of doing since he was a teenager—run a chicken farm.

Mike liked the idea, and together he and Susan used the inheritance money Susan’s father left her when he passed away as a down payment on a working fifteen-acre farm with four large chicken houses on New Friendship Road in Union Grove, a short drive from Arab. They called the place the G&H Farms, for Garmany and Hallmark. Mike managed the farm while Josh worked there full-time. Shane worked afternoons and weekends when he was off from his job at Walker’s, though Mike and Josh hoped to make the business profitable enough to hire Shane full-time.

But Mike never got the chance. In 2005, he unexpectedly passed away of a heart attack, just one month shy of his forty-eighth birthday. He was memorialized at the Gilliam Springs Baptist Church as a wonderful, hardworking Christian man, and laid to rest in the Gilliam Springs Cemetery. “I had a very blessed life with Mike and I have nothing but good memories,” says Susan. “I had him for thirty years, and they were very good years.”

Susan and Josh decided to keep the farm going. Knowing it had been Mike’s desire to bring Shane aboard, Susan used Mike’s life insurance money to pay off the farm’s debts and hire Shane, who quit his job at Walker’s to join G&H full-time. Together, Josh and Shane did all the farmwork, rising every day at 6:00 a.m. and getting up in the middle of the night whenever an alarm alerted them to some or another problem in the chicken houses. Meanwhile, Susan could not bear to go back to the house where she and Mike had lived and raised their children. The day after Mike passed away she put up a For Sale sign and hired a contractor to build her a new home on the half-acre plot Shane and Josh carved out for her on the farm. It was a lovely spot, atop a small hill and overlooking New Friendship Road, and while her house was being built Susan moved in with Shane and Jennifer for six months and helped take care of Ari, who called her Nanny.

During this time, Shane and Jennifer bought a plot of land very near the chicken farm in Union Grove and, with materials generously sold to him at cost by the owner of Walker Building Supply, Shane started construction on a new home for his young family. When the contractors finished Susan’s new house, Shane and Jennifer moved into it with her for another six months until Shane completed their new home in Union Grove. For that one year, Susan, Shane, Jennifer, and Ari all lived together, a team of four, helping each other build their new houses and new lives.

Once Shane and Jennifer moved into their own home, Susan remained a huge part of their lives. On Tuesday evenings, in what became a family ritual, Shane and Jennifer took Ari out to dinner and a movie (they were both decent cooks, but neither much enjoyed it, so they ate out three times a week). On the way to the restaurant, they’d pass Susan’s new house and Ari would always say, “Poor Nanny, let’s take Nanny with us,” and so they’d stop and pick up Susan and bring her along. Ari also liked to sleep over at Susan’s home whenever she could. That was the way things usually worked in and around Arab—families pretty much stuck together, through whatever challenges came their way.



For the first four years of Ari’s life, Jennifer stayed home to raise her. Jennifer’s sister-in-law, Mandy, did the same with her two young daughters, AnnaClaire and Addison (everyone called her Addi). “That was a blessing for both of us,” says Mandy. “Jennifer and I and the kids spent a lot of time together, and it helped me to have basically my best friend with me. Because the guys, they worked pretty much from daylight to dark. I mean, they worked all the time.”

Both Jennifer and Mandy, however, were thinking ahead to the future. They realized that, as their girls grew older, their families would need more income to care for them and pay for schooling, health care, and clothing. They thought about jobs that provided insurance benefits, which would give them a real sense of security, and they settled on the profession of nursing, because there was always a need for nurses. The more they talked about their plans, the more eager they became to pursue them.

And so, in 2009, when Ari was four and Mandy’s girls were five and three, Jennifer and Mandy enrolled in Snead State Community College’s two-year Health Sciences program, in nearby Boaz, Alabama. Mandy’s goal was to one day become the head nurse in a local high school; Jennifer, who liked being around older people, saw herself running a nursing home. “She was so good with geriatric patients,” says Mandy. “She would come in singing and just be so cheerful with them. She loved all her older patients. I think they just stole her heart.”

The nursing program was hard and demanded a lot of reading and memorization, and, although some of the work could be done online, Jennifer was away from home for most of every weekday. She entered Ari into a lottery to get a place in the county’s only prekindergarten program in Union Grove, and, luckily, Ari was chosen. Shane drove her to pre-K in the mornings, and in the afternoons he usually picked her up, drove her home, and kept an eye on her, all while juggling his endless farmwork. For her part, Jennifer always rushed home the instant she was free.

“Buddy, it didn’t matter what time it was, Jennifer was going to get home and see her baby,” says Mandy. “She didn’t like being away from her and she didn’t hesitate one bit when it was time to leave school. She had to go see her baby, that was the bottom line.”

Jennifer’s second year in the program proved even more stressful than the first. The workload was heavier and there were real-world experiences, like when the nursing students were summoned to local hospitals during busy times, or med surges. “With Jennifer, bless her heart, every time we’d go to a med surg she would always get the C. diff patients,” says Mandy with a laugh (C. difficile is the bacterium that causes severe diarrhea). “And she would say in her joking way, ‘Why meeeeee? Why do I get these patients every time?’ ”

Nursing students also took part in a series of clinicals at hospitals in the area: the medical center in Fort Payne, the Mountain View psychiatric hospital in Gadsden, and Marshall Medical Center North in Guntersville, just up State Route 69 from Arab. The clinicals helped them learn evidence-based practice and clinical research. Finally, nursing students had to fulfill a preceptorship, or a set number of hours spent with an experienced nurse, who took them under their wing.

This workload was stressful enough for Jennifer, but then she and Shane seized on a good opportunity and bought a parcel of land on Fieldcrest Drive in the Ruth community, closer to Shane’s family in Arab. They sold their home in Union Grove, where they had lived for two years, and began building their true dream house from scratch in Ruth. It was a daunting and time-consuming enterprise, especially since both Shane and Jennifer already had their hands full.

Later on in her second year, something happened during one of her clinicals that made Jennifer question her career path. She heard that a nurse made an unfortunate mistake while on duty that may have led to a patient’s death. It was a shock and an eye-opener for Jennifer, and she made the sudden decision to quit nursing school. The possible accidental death “really scared her, and she was like, ‘I’m done,’ ” says Mandy.

“She called me and told me what happened, and she was crying and upset,” recalls Susan. “Someone had died and she was afraid it would happen to her, and the responsibility of other people’s lives in her hands overwhelmed her, so she left. They tried to get her to stay, they wouldn’t leave her alone about it, but she was too afraid.”

That night, Jennifer drove home and cleaned the house and cooked supper, and when Shane came home she explained her decision.

“This is who I want to be,” she declared with total clarity. “I want to be your wife and Ari’s mom and I want to make sure everything gets done. That is who I want to be.”

Shane heard her out and when she was done, he gently said, “No. That’s not you.”

Shane was heartbroken by his wife’s decision, because he knew her just about as well as anyone, and he knew that getting through nursing school was important to her. “I mean, Jennifer was so smart, and I think Shane knew she needed to get back in school,” says Mandy, who was also hoping her best friend would return. “If I didn’t understand the big lingo and stuff, Jennifer would water it down to where I could understand it. Having her there was like having my own personal tutor.”

Jennifer stayed away from Snead State for a day or two, but—after listening to the people who loved her and knew her best—she decided to return. “She called me and she was like, ‘Okay, I’m going back, and if I ever don’t want to keep going you’re just gonna have to make me, and I’ll do the same for you,’ ” says Mandy. “ ‘We will get through this.’ ”

Yet there was one other concern that was putting extra pressure on Jennifer—even more pressure than nursing school or the new house.

There was something troubling going on with Ari.
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