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Return to the Shack

“Reading great books does for our minds, our hearts, and our souls what physical adventuring does for our bodies. It expands, strengthens, and transforms us.  Return to the Shack is one of the great soul adventures of our age. Read it, and you will be transformed.”

—Bear Grylls, adventurer, TV personality, and author of The Greatest Story Ever Told 

“The gospel is not an abstraction; it is a story—the eternal story that all the great stories are trying to tell. And now Paul Young, one of the great storytellers of our time, takes up his tale to explore the possibilities of redemption. Return to the Shack is a gripping novel and a triumph of theological imagination.”

—Brian Zahnd, pastor and author of Unseen Existences 

“This sequel is not built next door to  The Shack, it is constructed underneath it. These pages deal with the roles of forgiveness, trauma, and redemption in our lives, because understanding how we navigate these topics either expands or limits how we can grow in our faith, our lives, and our impact.”

—Bob Goff, New York Times bestselling author of Love Does 

“I held my breath reading  Return to the Shack—‘How will I tell Paul if I don’t like it?’ But I didn’t need to worry. This book is as powerful and life-altering as The Shack. Like the first book, this one changed me.”

—Wynonna Judd, artist and musician

“Powerful for me personally, and timely for the world!”

—Andre Agassi, tennis champion and author of Open 



“This wisdom-laden story dismantles your defensive armor and captures your heart. The question of what choices we are invited to make when faced with the complexities of humanity lingers long after the last page is turned.”

—Felicia Murrell, author of AND: The Restorative Power of Love in an Either/Or World 

“This book is so many things. Here you will find good medicine: patient care, wisdom, insight, vital corrections, fortification, and a deeply articulated love.”

—Steve Bell, CM, OM, Canadian singer

“There are no words sufficient to convey the importance of reading  Return to the Shack, and there are not enough stars for me to rate it. It stands on its own as a classic of what true Christianity is all about.”

—Wade Burleson, former president of the Southern Baptist Convention (OK) and former trustee of the International Mission Board (SBC)

“Return to the Shack reflects the hard-learned wisdom of two more decades of the author’s real-life losses, nagging questions, and personal ministry in the bowels of Death Row.”

—Bradley Jersak, principal of St. Stephen’s University and author of A More Chrisltike God 

“Mack emerges as a fully formed, beautifully complex human being who feels, thinks, and struggles but also keeps running into God in the strangest places and with the strangest people. I never anticipated the ending—except, knowing Paul, I knew Jesus would come out looking like Himself, and He did.”

—Jim Henderson, 3Practices.com, author of Jim and Casper Go to Church 
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To all my brothers and friends in Unit 2 (Death Row), at Riverbend Maximum Security Institution in Nashville, Tennessee, USA:

Without you, this book would not have happened.
From our relationships, the idea for this story was born.

I love you dearly.

“Concrete and steel have nothing to say about freedom.
Freedom is what happens inside the human heart.”

— Harold




Contents




First Words

1. A Letter from Home

2. Crossroads

3. The Ask

4. Fade to Black

5. The Return to the Shack

6. Growing Up Is Hard to Do

7. In One Accord

8. Beginnings

9. What Is Weak: Not Love

10. Enter Here All Ye Who Abandon Hope

11. Parables and Other Mysteries

12. The Sniper’s Shot

13. The Rages of Remembrance

14. Back to the Shack . . .  with a Guest

15. You’re Not Here with Me

16. Slip Sliding Away

17. Insects

18. Curses and Confessions

19. Mercy and Moment

20. God in Our Shadows

21. The Solace of Confession

22. Justice

23. Why Not?

24. Freed Will

25. Seeing Eyes

Epilogue

Author’s Notes and Acknowledgments

About the Author 











First Words

I don’t think I’ve ever met a person who has no issues about faith, God, suffering, or death. Also, I’ve never known anyone who struggles with these questions more than Mackenzie Allen Phillips. When it comes to belief and trust, Mack is unyielding and ruthless, with an obstinate commitment and tenacious desperation that makes me shake my head in admiration and sometimes in alarm. I don’t know what it is about him, but he wrestles with things that other people miss. The crazy part is when he encounters the truth, he’s often too wounded to experience it for himself. Still, his very seeing keeps calling him forward or, perhaps, ascending. At times he slips but shakes off the mud and gets back to slowly and incrementally changing. His determination has pulled me along in its wake, and I’m a better human being for the hard work he does.

My name is Willie, and Mack has been my best friend for a few decades. To be clear, he is no saint, at least not in the classic sense of those “saints of old” who have been put on pedestals for their holiness and meditative calm. Mack is more a Simon Peter or King David rascally type saint. As I think about it, he is more like almost every man in the Hebrew scriptures (what we Westerners call the Old Testament), who somehow almost despite themselves, keep stumbling into the Love of God. I imagine a lot of us fit that description, but fear makes us hide the truth of our faith battles behind our triumphant smiles on a Sunday morning.

“Who wouldn’t be skeptical when a man claims to have spent an entire weekend with God, in a shack no less? And this was the shack.”

That is how I began my last journal more than a few years ago. Journaling has always given me a way to organize my inside world. I collect and externalize my thoughts while keeping a log of memories, conversations, and events. These are not only about me but also about my friends, family, strangers, and even my enemies. I then consolidate all these disparate pieces and turn them into something that looks like a book.

For the sake of this story, I have taken some creative liberties. Rarely will I show up as the narrator. Instead, I have chosen to present myself as a character, a fellow traveler on Mack’s journey, which is what I truly am.

I find writing an astounding process. I begin to see patterns, like currents in a river that merge with others while keeping their particularity. Waves weave in and out. One life’s interplay with another and then moving on to show up somewhere else, momentarily intersecting with yet another. I have come to believe that each encounter leaves a mark, a residue of love or fear, control or trust, good or evil. It might be a bump, bruise, kiss, or embrace. I suppose a lot depends on what that flow picked up along its voyage, the nature of its own interactions with other streams, and what it has kept or discarded. My hope is that every ripple grows brighter as it approaches the sea and merges seamlessly—an interpenetration that manages to preserve distinctive personhood.

What I wrote above makes me chuckle. Sounds like I know what I’m talking about. But the truth largely remains a mystery to me. I catch glimpses but can’t grasp the whole, and even though it resonates in my “knower,” it also easily slips through my inner fingers.

Some of what you hold has ripped me to shreds. At times I’ve had to walk away from these pages and go up into the mountains to settle down. Distance didn’t stop the tears, though, and on some of those wanderings it took a long time to see any path clearly, blinded as I was by the weeping of my torn and challenged heart. This sort of turmoil has a way of exposing pockets of grief and longing that lay dormant and hidden in the secret places of the soul. Regardless of what it felt like, it turns out I was still moving forward.

Thank God, literally, that Mack married Nan. Sure, she brought her own “stuff” into their marriage, but overall, she has been a more clear-eyed and stubborn truth teller than him. She teaches mostly by example. Nan has no trouble taking a stand for what she sees as right and life-giving, making choices out of her commitment to Mack as well as to herself. You will see proof of this in these pages. Those who know her think she is wise. She thinks it’s just common sense.

A celibate Franciscan monk once told me, as strange as it seemed coming from him, that he considered marriage one of the greatest gifts God has given humans. The reason? It has the power to “trap” us—along with all our BS, pride, shame, expectations, woundedness, and so on—inside a relationship that pushes our buttons but also helps us grow and heal. Running from marriage shouldn’t be easy. These days divorce has become so routine that it’s surprising to meet someone who has been married to the same partner for decades. Perhaps this is because it’s easier now to leave than do the work and remain true to a promise.

Much happens and changes in a decade. Children grow up, find their own way, make their own choices, and it takes stumbling wisdom to know when and how to let them move from being held safely in our arms to looking at us face-to-face. Friendships come and go or stay and grow. People we love die. Others get sick. Some who could mature softer become harder while others, once hard, become as tender as a new shoot.

The world, too, is in flux, its forms changing but sadly often remaining expressions of hurt or power or greed, all these the offsprings of fear. Every person, over time, has daily opportunities to care or harm, respond or react, pray or curse, change or harden, open arms or raise walls, forgive or hold a grudge, learn or petrify, encourage or nullify, trust or control, fear or love. Mack is no exception. Neither are you or I.

You don’t have to read my earlier journal about Mack to understand most of what you’ll encounter in these pages. I should probably mention that when someone refers to Sarayu, that is a name for the Spirit of God, the Holy Spirit.

I have Mack’s and Nan’s permission to share our hours and hours and hours of conversations. I’ve thought a lot about why I didn’t include Nan more in the first book, but back then I was focused on the inner travels of just one person. This writing is about how that man now walks out into the real world and within a community of relationships, and what he learns.

What happens after an incredible spiritual event like the one Mack had in the shack? How does that experience ripple into our everyday nitty-gritty life? With time, do we still believe it, or does it begin to fade along with our trust in ourselves and the impact we encountered “back then”?

Also, it’s one thing to forgive an idea of a person who has done great harm to us, such as the abductor and killer of Mack’s daughter Missy, but what if we come face-to-face with that very person? What then? Does forgiveness mature? Is it a process? Where is God when all we feel is hate, pain, and suffering?

What you have in your hands is my attempt at gathering and presenting how my dear friend Mackenzie Allen Phillips grappled with these and other questions, including some that he hadn’t known he was asking. Isn’t that life? Seems that inside an answer is another question waiting to be asked, leading to deeper mysteries. Drives me crazy sometimes, but I’m learning to like it. Perhaps one good question is worth a thousand answers.

Good friends, and it seems even God at times, call him “Mack.” He used to go by Allen, but less and less since his shack incident. Occasionally some of us call him “Map.” I’m not sure where that nickname came from or how it started. It probably had to do with his initials. We see his life as a sort of map, a crumpled-up guide to a somewhat similar voyage that many of us are on. He thinks it’s dumb, but when has that stopped friends from reminding you of what irks you?

When I say similar voyage, I’m talking about how each of us traverses a landscape that has comparable, even parallel, themes. All of us struggle with pain and loss, and with questions about life, meaning, God, and purpose. We battle our demons and addictions. I’m not only talking about physical addictions, which are often the outward manifestations of deeper struggles and hurts, but also addictions to self-hatred, control, perfectionism, shame, self-doubt, and so forth. Those pesky critters take up residence in us and replace our virtue with little death whispers. None of these accusations tells the truth about who “I” truly am, though they claim to. It’s confusing. This is the issue of identity, I suppose.

As is true of The Shack, this book is more Mack’s idea than mine. He thinks, as I do, that the last year is worth a visit and might even one day be a gift to Nan and the kids. But he still isn’t comfortable about writing, to put it mildly, though he knows it helps bring clarity to what he struggles to verbalize. So he asked me one more time to be an Aaron to his Moses, if you know what I mean. I didn’t need much convincing.

Perhaps in reading these pages you might find a map, or see something deeper and truer about yourself, or discover harm or harming in you that could be healed, or be freed from evil that was perpetrated on you, or deepen the relationships in which you move, or gain a higher idea of Love that invites you incrementally forward. I leave that up to God, or Love, or however you name that which is a higher power than you. I don’t believe that Love builds roads going nowhere. On the elevator heading to the bottom, you can get off at any floor, and there you will find Love. I did.

— Willie
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A LETTER FROM HOME 

You keep track of all my sorrows.
You have collected all my tears in your bottle.
You have recorded each one in your book.
 —Psalm 56:8 NLT

My dear Missy,

Today, you would be sixteen, so I thought I would try and write you a letter. I assume you are still actually sixteen, just not sure how Papa manages the clock once we “jump the twig” and leave the grasp of this realm and timeline.

I wonder, if you were here, would you have a boyfriend, and maybe already decided that he isn’t good enough for you? Or would you be planning for college? I wonder what you would want to study. Bugs? Did I teach you how to drive, or did Mom? Yeah, probably Mom. Would your easy joy and wonder have already been trampled by others who don’t know how to see and treasure simple things? A stray raindrop hit the top of Mack’s head. He turned his face up to the gathering clouds for a moment before putting pen back to paper.

Missy, would you still like me, or would I have said something or done something stupid that hurt you? When I walk into a room, would you look away or would your eyes light up? Some days, I would take your averted eyes just to be in the same room with you.

If you get this note, then you also know how all the kids are doing, and what they are up to, probably better than I do. I’m all alone these days, as your mom and I are ...

He paused again.

...taking a break from each other. I think she might have gotten fatigued waiting for me to catch up. I’ve always struggled to take the risk of words. I leave too much unsaid, and then the unspoken takes on a life of its own, almost like an intruder in the home. No defense for something you invited in yourself. No excuses. I am simply weak that way. I used to talk a lot more, back when I was about your age, but then I used words to cover fear and shame, or to try and impress to get little scraps of affection or kindness. Some things change, but incrementally, and the road is long and often hard. Could you pray for me, please?

Sometimes I can see your mom still loves me. You know her easy grin. I see that sometimes. She can’t let it linger, though, or direct it at me, because I think she’s afraid I might mistake it for an invitation, and she isn’t ready for that. So I wait and hope she does too. Jesus knows all this. I talk to him about stuff all the time. He probably keeps you up to date. He has my permission.
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Sorry, I had to take a little break. I heard someone pull into the driveway, but by the time I got out there, your mom was already gone. She made you a birthday cake, like she does every year, and left it on the front porch. No card, just the cake. I’ll take a picture of it. It says on the cake,“16 ...I wish you were here.”

Maybe she’s touching the hem of her own Great Sadness. I guess for some it takes longer to percolate to the surface. She always had to be the strong one. Now, with everyone gone, she’s left with her thoughts, and her heart seems to be fraying at the edges. I think right now I remind her too much of what is missing. It seems that some parts of our journey can’t be communicated or shared. Mine remains a mystery to me and even more to others. I don’t really know if any of what I am writing to you is true. I’m confused, and if I’m honest for a moment . . .hurting.

Missy, I’m not sure how to post this. Maybe I’ll light a little fire in the fire pit here in the backyard and send it to you in flames. I do trust that Sarayu, or an angel perhaps, will hand deliver my words along with some of my tears. I believe Papa saves everything that is precious.

Well, enough for now. It looks like it’s going to rain, and I want to send this to you before it gets too wet to burn.

I will love you forever ...and I wish you were here too, Dad

Mack had brought the cake into the backyard and placed it in front of his chair as he finished the letter. He hesitated for a moment, then took his note to the fire pit and lit it with the lighter stick at the same moment it began to rain. Not a Southern gusher, but still it grew to a serious Northwest downpour. He walked back to his chair, sat, and looked down at the cake as it began to dissolve, his own tears mixing with the rain. He continued to look down as a mother’s expression of love melted and merged in front of him.

In this moment he felt lost. His own hope was fraying, but not completely discarded. He could hear the still, small voice of Love crying within him and with him. He chose to trust that grief, and trust that it was among the purest expressions of love. He continued to watch the cake erode, the colors dissolve and combine, the words fracture and become one with the liquefying blob.

If Mack had looked up, he would have seen in the distance the clouds beginning to part, the sun emerging, and a beautiful rainbow stretching itself between the horizons. But he kept looking down, and as cake gave up its form and rain gave up its desire to bless the landscape, he stood, wiped his eyes with the sleeve of a soaked shirt, took one more look at the fire pit, then turned and walked back into the empty house.
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CROSSROADS 

“What we run from pursues us,
What we face, transforms us.” 
— David Kessler

The phone was ringing. It was an old plug-in-the-wall with a fifteen-foot tether mounted near the slider leading onto the deck. From there one could see the whole valley below. Why Mack kept it, he wasn’t sure. Maybe it was a way of holding on to the old days, barely, and by his fingernails. His grand-children loved that “make believe” telephone and were constantly amazed that by spinning numbers on a dial, they could call someone.

He knew it would probably be Kate. Other than robocalls, he rarely heard from anyone else on this archaic landline. He took a deep breath before answering.

“Hello?”

“Hi, is this the weirdo?” It was good to hear Kate’s voice.

“Sure is. Is this the rebel?”

“Sure is!” she exclaimed, mimicking him.

“What’s up, Kate? Calling to make sure I’m okay?”

“Yeah, Dad. I know Missy’s birthday is always hard. And with what’s going on with you and Mom, I wanted to check in to see how you’re doing.”

Mack cleared his throat. “I’m still a work in progress. Mom dropped by with a beautiful birthday cake, but I missed her and then I let the cake drown in the rain. I think there’s a song about that, I just can’t remember what it is. Maybe ‘Linkin Park’? Maybe not.” His voice trailed off.

“I love you, ya know, Daddy.”

Mack looked away from the phone, as if to make sure she couldn’t see him. He cleared his throat again.

“I know that, Kate, and I love you too. Honey, if you ever need a heart, I’ll give you mine.” His voice broke on the last word.

Now there was silence on both ends. Mack took a seat in his most comfortable chair, the one that looked out over the backyard. Kate regained her composure first.

“It’s ‘MacArthur Park,’ by the way.” They both laughed. Mack was known for getting songs wrong.

“Have you heard from any of the others?” Kate continued.

“Um, not yet. They’re all so busy. I’m proud of each—”

“I know you are, Dad. This isn’t a competition.”

Mack chuckled, “I get that. Old habit. Goes back to Adam if I remember. Covering your ass.”

She laughed and it eased the tension.

“Have you heard from any of them?” Mack asked.

“Only Josh.” Kate sighed. “He calls me at least once a week and preaches at me about my life and my choices. I know he loves me and is trying to save me from hell, but jeez, Dad, sometimes I want to smack him. Ever since he decided to become a preacher, he has become so irritating, and condescending, and sometimes even mean.”

“I’m sorry, Kate. I suppose we all try and outrun our hurts in different ways. His intentions, though sometimes hard to see, are good. Speaking of that, how are you?”

“Overall, I’m doing well. I got my one-year chip this morning and—”

“Oh, Kate, congratulations! I am so, so sorry I wasn’t there. I wanted to be there, and I totally forgot. I’ve been so lost in my own stuff that it slipped my— ”

“Dad. It’s not a problem, really. I get it. It’s a hard day for all of us. Being with the twelve-steppers made it easier for me, but it’s still pretty rough. I can’t believe it, that a year ago, on Missy’s birthday, you walked me into my first AA meeting.”

When she said her sister’s name, Kate began to cry, and Mack felt completely helpless. He wanted to fix it, but after attending many meetings with her, he had learned rescuing was not a good choice.

“I’m sorry, honey. I am proud of you, forever, and I will always be here for you. A year is a huge deal. Remember, we do the work one day and one moment at a time.”

He could hear Kate blowing her nose, and while he waited, he blew his too.

Finally, she recovered enough to speak.

“Thanks, Daddy, really. Overall, it’s hard but good. But don’t you or Mom ever die. I need you.”

All he could think to say was, “No plans to leave anytime soon, sweet girl.”

“That’s good, ’cuz I don’t think I could do this on my own.”

The silence was heavy. Mack leaned back against the headrest. When Kate changed the subject, she still sounded serious.

“Hey, Dad, can I ask you a question?”

“Of course.”

“Do you still believe it was real? Papa and everything?”

“You mean what I went through at the shack?”

“Yeah.”

He thought for a moment before answering. “I think about that a lot.” He hesitated. “I’m not completely sure if it was real real, but I have never been able to convince myself that it wasn’t true.”

“How can something be true but not real?”

“You know, like dreams, or stories, or parables. That sort of stuff. They might not be real in the sense of being about an actual reach-out-and-touch- a-flesh-and-blood person, but it’s still true. The Good Samaritan, or the Christmas Carol story, or a talking snake.”

“You mean the Garden of Eden snake?”

He laughed. “I mean to say metaphors are not literally real, but they certainly can be true. We know Jesus is not a loaf of bread, and yet it’s true that Jesus is the Bread of Life. Metaphor.”

“Oh, like God being an amazing Black woman?”

Mack laughed again. “Exactly! Or God being a Lion or a Lamb. But if you try to literalize a metaphor, you get into all kinds of trouble. God as a Father is a metaphor, just like God and Jesus in the Bible being mother hens. My opinion? If we’re going to take something literally, I think it should be something like the Sermon on the Mount.”

“So what you went through might not be real, but it’s true?”

“Well, it’s real that I went through what I did, but I have a hard time wrapping my brain around it. Lots of questions. Lots I don’t understand. That experience changed everything for me, as crazy as it seems, and I know down in the deep places of my heart and soul that it was true . . . is still true.” He paused. “Sorry, what was your question?”

“Do you still believe it was real?”

“Yes. Most of the time anyway. I have my moments, but I can’t unsee or unhear or unfeel what I do. And we did catch the bad guy.”

“Yeah, there’s that. But, Dad, I still struggle with the God thing.”

“I know, sweetheart. Lots of reasons not to trust . . . anyone. Remember how long it took you to go to your first AA meeting? You thought you were in control and believed your own resources were enough. And then they weren’t. And then later, when you finally spoke at a meeting, it was risky and exposing. Big steps of trust.”

“Dad”—Kate hesitated again—“trust is hard for me, and I’m still fighting the Higher Power God–trusting thing.”

“Ah, give it time. Part of your program, step eleven if I am remembering right, is that we would improve our conscious contact with the God of our understanding.”

“Well, I’ll take a loving Black woman over the God of Josh’s under standing.”

Mack chuckled as he stood, turned, and walked toward the big window that looked down the hill. “Me too. It would be sad if Josh’s God is like your addiction to alcohol. It owns you but it doesn’t love you. Risk trusting that life can be lived without that god. It’s terrifying at first, but maybe life’s better without it. The program is meant to connect us with a loving, caring, forgiving God and heal our image of God.”

“Slow process for me, Daddy,” Kate admitted.

“I get that. I’m not great at it either. I think we need to just do the next right thing and see how it all plays out. Trusting is a life’s work, and we can’t rush ahead of a life’s work.”

“Grrrr,” growled Kate, “I just wish it wouldn’t take so long.”

“Yeah, me too,” responded Mack. “But I think human beings are so incredibly crafted that quick fixes aren’t an option.”

“I kinda wish that didn’t make sense, but it does. Thanks, Daddy.”

Evening had settled, the clouds breaking enough to make visible the arrival of the moon and her entourage. Each sat in the presence of a loved and sacred other.

Kate finally took a deep breath and spoke. “Daddy, I’m gonna go. I want to call Mom before it’s too late and check in on her. She called me earlier, but I had my phone on silent and missed it. Anything I can do for you?”

“Nope. Hearing your voice was everything I needed.”

They said their goodnights and hung up. Mack sat for another few minutes and whispered a prayer of gratitude. Then he rose, turned off the lights, and slowly mounted the stairs, anticipating the relief of slumber’s oblivion.
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THE ASK 

Nothing is so painful to the human mind 

as a great and sudden change. 
— Mary Shelley 


It was late the next afternoon, and Mack peered through the living room window, sipping his coffee, and watching an oversized SUV pull up his driveway. He studied the vehicle quizzically for a moment, then headed out to greet it.

The sun had finally bloomed, the warmth lighting up the grass with liquid diamonds from another recent rainfall. Mack noticed distant clouds breaking up and the remnants of a rainbow quickly fading.

It took him only an instant to recognize the first person to emerge from the car. There she was, almost exactly as he recalled: slim, small, wearing slacks and a pressed blouse, brisk and energetic.

“Sam? Uh, I mean Agent Wikowsky?”

She chuckled. “Still Sam. You still Mack?”

“Probably till the day I die.” He smiled and reached out to shake her hand. “Of all the people who might show up at my house on this beautiful Northwest day, Agent Samantha Wikowsky would be among the last I’d expect. Am I in some sort of trouble?”

Now Sam laughed. “Naw.” She lowered her voice. “If you were in trouble, I would have called to give you a head start.” She winked.

“Well, come inside and have some coffee? It’s good to see you!”

She turned to the two men with her, both in pressed slacks and button-down shirts. One said he would love some coffee and the other raised his cell phone, indicating that he was about to make a call.

“Hi, Mr. Phillips. I am Amir, and that one on his phone is Billy. He married way above his pay grade a few weeks ago, and he hasn’t recovered.”

Mack chuckled. “I hope he never does.”

He led the agents into the house. He pointed in the direction of the nearest bathroom, but both declined and followed him into the kitchen–living room area. Mack picked up the coffee carafe.

“This pot is almost done, and I would rather make you fresh coffee. The Northwest has a reputation, and I don’t want to be the one to ruin it. There are some cookies in that red canister over there. Help yourself and please make yourselves at home.”

“Can I help?” offered Amir.

“Sure,” answered Mack. “Cupboard up and to the right of the fridge has the sugar, various sweeteners, and the honey. And the spoons are in that drawer to the right of the sink. I’m outta napkins, so those paper towels will have to do.”

While Mack and Amir busied themselves in the kitchen, Sam walked over and gazed out the window that overlooked the small patio, and into the backyard framed by a variety of large pines mixed with hardly clothed deciduous trees. She watched a hummingbird dance and dart past and then return to check out the feeders.

“Beautiful place you have, Mack.”

“Well, we’ve lived here a long time. Raised all the kids and watched them leave. It’s in a good spot, not too far a commute for Nan, and I have my office on the lower level.”

“I do have one question,“ Sam queried. “I find it a bit curious that you have what looks like a melted cake in your backyard. You have a woodland critter friend who’s had a birthday?”

As he handed her a steaming cup of coffee, he smiled. “You are right, that is a birthday cake. Nan made it.” He paused. “Yesterday would have been Missy’s sixteenth birthday.”

“Oh, Mack, I’m so sorry. I didn’t mean to—”

“Sam, it’s okay, really.”

“Well,” she quickly added, “we can do this another time. I apologize that we’ve intrude—”

“No, Sam.” Mack interrupted. “It’s kind of a relief to have some company today. It helps.”

Sam nodded. “And Nan? I was hoping she would be here.”

“Oh, she’s with friends, grieving too in her own way.” Mack quickly changed the subject. “So what’s happened for you? What . . . field office are you in now? Have you become a super-agent or something?” he asked.

Sam smiled. “Nope, in the Bureau it takes a hundred and twenty-three years to become a super-agent. You must prove you have the power of immortality. Not happened so far, but here’s hoping.” She raised her mug and took a careful sip.

“Wow, this is great coffee,” she exclaimed. “No, I’m still an agent with the FBI. I’ve had my opportunities to climb the ladder, but I like fieldwork much better than desk work, so here I am. The three of us are out of Chicago, but I’m thinking of moving more west, maybe Los Angeles.”

“Sam, why exactly are you here . . . at our home, today?” asked Mack, his curiosity getting the better of him.

“Well, as you might expect,” she began, “it has to do with the man who abducted Missy.”

“And murdered her.”

Sam looked Mack in the eyes. “Yes, and murdered Missy.”

She took a seat at the kitchen table. He took the one across from her. Amir brought his coffee and a cookie and sat at the end.

“Mack, as you know, when the murderer, who calls himself J, finally took over his own defense, he immediately pleaded guilty.”

“J?”

“He claims he has no idea what his real name is. We found he has a bunch of names, and every one of them proved to be fake. But it was through those aliases that we were eventually able to generally track his movements. When he finally started talking, J is the name he chose.”

Amir chimed in. “We haven’t been able to uncover much of anything about his history either.”

Sam shrugged. “It didn’t really matter whether he defended himself or not. The evidence was clear and overwhelming.”

Mack sat back in his chair. He was glad he had stayed away from the trial, the news, and anything to do with the proceedings.

“After firing his counsel, J never said much except to plead guilty. We thought he might try an insanity defense, but he didn’t even do that. Right now, he’s in Riverbend, the State of Tennessee’s maximum-security prison.”

“Why there?”

“Mack, as you are painfully aware, Missy isn’t the only child J murdered. So far, we have found evidence that he killed five little girls, including Missy, and three of those murders were committed in Tennessee. Also, that is where we caught him. Even though the feds could have claimed jurisdiction, the Department of Justice wanted J tried in a state that has the death penalty.”

“Good. He needs to die.” It came out hard and callous.

Billy had walked in on Mack’s statement, and his smile quickly faded. Everyone was quiet for a moment before Mack spoke again.

“How come he isn’t already dead?”

“For a couple reasons,” answered Sam calmly. “One is that executions have been paused in Tennessee. Someone discovered the injection protocol was wrongly using drugs five years beyond their use-by dates.”

Sam took a moment to choose her words. “The other reason might not make sense to you. We slow-tracked his execution because we’ve always believed there were more little girls out there. We kept looking for a way to get him to tell us. Which is why I’m here.”

Mack held up his hands as if to try to stop the flow of information. He placed both hands on the table and leaned forward.

“Sam, I’m confused. I don’t understand why this has anything to do with me. Is there a concern he might get out? Am I or my family in danger?”

“Nothing like that, Mack,” Sam stated and reached her hand across the table to touch his. He pulled away.

Sam shifted from friend to professional. “Mack, let me give you some context. In recent years, J has learned everything he can about the law and about his rights. Turns out he has an extremely high IQ and an almost photographic memory. Because the prosecution is an agent of the State, they must share with the defense all the evidence they have gathered. In this case, that’s J.”

Mack grew even more alarmed. “So again, are we in danger?”

“Not at all. J is never getting out of prison. But he is curious about you. He knows some of the role you played in our apprehending him, and he wants to know more. He wants to understand how you found . . . Missy’s remains.”

Mack felt like the room was starting to spin.

“Wait.” He closed his eyes and tried to focus. “What are you saying?”

“The US Attorney General has agreed to strike a deal with J—”

Mack started to speak, but Sam held up her hand and he stopped.

“—but only if you agree to it. J told us there are four more bodies, little girls, out there somewhere. He’s willing to tell us where they are, and bring closure to their families, in exchange for you spending a total of twelve hours with him, over the course of three days, at Riverbend Maximum Security Institution in Nashville.”

“You want me to go to Death Row to talk to this killer, with no idea what he wants to talk about? For all I know, he wants to give me a play-by-play of what he did to my daughter. Are you kidding me?” A shadow began to drop over Mack’s eyes. “There is no way in h—”

Mack went limp and tilted off his chair. The agents reacted instantly, Billy catching him as he fell.

When Mack came to, less than a minute later, he looked up into the faces of the two men above him, and felt Sam behind him, cradling his head.

“Headache,” Mack groaned and attempted to sit up. The others helped him to his feet and back to the table. For a moment he simply looked at the tabletop, until his mind cleared enough to speak.

“Sam, how can you ask me to do this? How can you ask me to spend three days with the man who abducted and killed my daughter?”

“Mack,” Sam responded, her tone comforting but weighty, “look at me and listen carefully. J has already given us one.”

“One what?”

“The location of one of the four little girls. She was abducted in Kansas. Her name is Sallie. To show his good faith, J told us exactly where to find her, and she was hidden precisely where he said she would be. Sallie’s parents have no idea how we found their daughter and don’t really care. Their wait is over, and now they have some closure that hopefully will allow them to move on with their lives and heal. Now there are only three others out there somewhere.”

Mackenzie knew exactly what Sam was doing, and understood why she did it. The details, the girl’s name, the closure, the healing.

Dear God, how can I possibly say no? How can I say yes? 

Mack felt panic rising in his chest and bile rising in this throat. He took a slow, long breath.

“Why can’t I simply answer his questions in writing?”

For the first time Billy spoke. “Mr. Phillips, he was explicit. He wants to see you, in person.”

Everyone waited.

“Can I have time to decide?” Mack finally replied. “I need to talk with Nan and some friends, just to get my head around all this.”

Sam spoke kindly. “Mack, we know this is an awful lot to ask of anyone, especially you and your family. You can take all the time you need. J isn’t going anywhere. The families have waited this long. The one request we have is that anyone you talk to must sign a confidentiality agreement. We cannot let this become public. Only a handful of people at the prison, in the Bureau, and in the DOJ know anything about this, and we want to keep it that way. I can’t impress this upon you strongly enough.”

Mack nodded. “I get it.”

Sam reached for the folder she had carried into the house and slid it across the table. “Mack, here are the NDAs. Please sign and date one of them. There is one for Nan, and the others are for anyone you choose to talk to. When you have someone sign, please take a photo of the document and send it to me. I’ll get the hard copies next time I see you.” She paused. “I’m required to tell you that this is a DOJ matter, and violating the NDA could result in federal penalties, so please be careful.”

Mack quickly looked over the single-page document, which seemed simple enough.

“Signing this doesn’t mean that I am agreeing to do this, right?”

“No,” Sam answered.

He signed it, then handed it back to Sam.

Mack sat back. “I feel sick,” he admitted. “And my head still hurts.”

Sam stood up. “I’m sorry, Mack. I know this has been a shock. This is all unprecedented for me . . . for any of us. I’m here because you and I have history, a relationship of sorts forged in suffering, and that means something. Mack, I care about you and your family. Anything I can do, I will be






OEBPS/image/logo.png
HODDER &
STOUGHTON





OEBPS/image/common.jpg





OEBPS/image/Cover.jpg
#1 NEW YORK TIMES BESTSELLING AUTHOR OF THE SHACK

WM. PAUL YOUNG

THE
LONG-AWAITED
SEQUEL TO

THE
SHACK

A JOURNEY INTO REDEMPTION

THE:
SHACK





