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“O Lord, You brought my soul up from the grave;

You have kept me alive, that I should not go 

Down to the pit.”

Psalms 30:3

Out of the Dark, Miry Pit

––––––––
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A Thriller

JAN. 2005
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A SINGLE MOM OF TWO young boys living in Shenandoah Valley, VA, I was born and raised in the Church of the 7th Day Sabbath – which I would later find out was a cult. But I didn’t know that then.  

My name is Christian Phillips. My mother, known as Mother Jezebel, grew up in a community of coal miners from Tennessee. My father, Father Deacon, was raised in the Church of the 7th Day Sabbath. His father, Grandfather Eli, and three uncles were ordained ministers in the Church. 

Mother Jezebel used to say I had a special calling on my life – that I would do something significant for the Kingdom of God. That prophecy remained lodged in my mind, deeply buried in my psyche.

Growing up in a religious hotbed, our lives centered around the Church. I was a good girl, being extremely sheltered in the unspoken confines of the cult community, there were little or no opportunities for temptation. I was taught not to mix with the “secular” world, lest I become tainted.

This outlook began to change for me, when Mother Jezebel and Father Deacon divorced. Mother Jezebel had a nervous breakdown during her pregnancy with my only sibling – Barnabas. In the process, she tried to commit suicide three times. Father Deacon was disgusted with her weak spiritual state – and had emotionally written her off. 

The Church of the 7th Day Sabbath didn’t believe in the worldly council of mental health professionals. Instead, the prescription of the Church was to read more books written by their false prophet, Edith G. Whitcomb, a copious writer – which didn’t help.

In the end, it was me, at the tender age of 14, who intervened each time, saving my mother from herself.

*****
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MY PARENTS DIVORCED when my brother Barnabas was four years old. During the chaos of this transition, I found myself becoming more integrated into the secular world. Instead of completing my education at the Church school, I decided to fast-track and obtain a GED. 

I began taking college prep classes at a local technical college. Having been so insulated and sheltered in the confines of the Church, I had no social acumen. At the technical college, I met a man and was quickly seduced. He offered me a way out of my situation at home. I decided to go to New York City with him, and we started life together. Later, he would become my first husband and the father of our two sons, Victor and Riley. 

*****
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MY HUSBAND SERGIO SUFFERED from drug addiction and bipolar disorder. After 10 bumpy years, I decided to call it quits and headed back to Virginia with my two young sons who were six and three.

It was both scary and invigorating to start my life over as a single mother. 

When I arrived back home in Virginia, in the Spring of 2005, my parents really didn’t want to associate with me since I had what they saw as the undesirable stain of sinful living hovering over me like a dark cloud. 

They had no room for me and the boys. I interviewed and was accepted into a temporary shelter for women. 

My first night there, I remember kissing my two precious children goodnight, and settling into my twin bed. As I took off my wedding band in a gesture of finality, I felt a blissful peace and calm come over my entire being as I trusted my life to Jesus. Here was peace – far away from the dope deals, police sirens, violence, and angry outbursts from my estranged husband Sergio.

A week later, I applied for and got a job and a housing situation in a Church facility. We moved out of the shelter and into a studio apartment on the Church compound. I started attending the nearby Church of the 7th Day Sabbath on campus. 

I was fully integrated back into the cult – for now. It was all I knew.

*****
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SIX MONTHS LATER, I received a note on my timecard from a well-known lady at Church –Mrs. Shalom Polovski. She asked me to give her a call. Her granddaughters were in the same Sabbath School class as my two boys. And I had known her since I was in the first grade at the Church elementary school. 

Immediately, I had a bad feeling about the call. But, in a decision that would change my life forever – I called anyway. 

It turned out she wanted to introduce me to “a fine, young man.” Intuitively, I knew not to do this – something felt wrong. But my cult programming prevailed. These were people I knew and could trust, right? What could go wrong?

So, the next Sabbath, after Church, I loaded the boys into the back of my old clunker that Father Deacon had helped me acquire and we drove out of the 7th Day Sabbath commune and into the countryside of Virginia where Mrs. Shalom Polovski and her aging husband Silas lived. Her daughter Hannah and son-in-law Hezekiah were also there with their twin girls – Esther and Ruth.

There, they introduced me to Bo. 

Bo Whitney was a 34-year-old young man with a military-style haircut. He was clean-shaven and fit. He had dark hair and dark eyes – so dark, they were almost black. 

He was a strong member at the Church, a leader in the Adult Sabbath School class, and he had a good job as a chemist at a well-known Pharma in the larger town of Village Green, having graduated from Ole Miss back in the 1990’s. 

I later found out he had been in the ROTC in high school, which explained his military cut and carriage. He was divorced, with no kids. And he was great with Victor and Riley. 

The trap was set – and I walked into it.

*****
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BY THE TIME OUR RELATIONSHIP had blossomed – I was renting a house with Mother Jezebel, now working on her second divorce. Bo moved in with us. Mother Jezebel didn’t seem to mind that he and I were living in sin.

Six months later, we moved to the small town of Alma, Mississippi to be near Bo’s family. He proudly introduced me to his parents: Johnnie and Leann Whitney. Leann had been a lifelong stay-at-home mom to their three children: Bo, Bubba, and Cletus. Johnnie retired from the Army, having been part of military intelligence.

Their house was reminiscent of an old plantation mansion, the archetype of old money and deep South gentility. But underneath the façade of genteel hospitality, past the faded wallpaper and dusty silk-flower arrangements, there was darkness and a shadow of brutality. All the Whitney men liked to hunt. Guns and weapons were a necessary accoutrement.

But...I accepted it because I wanted a Daddy for my two little boys.

Bo and I were married in the fall of 2005 by Papa Johnnie, who also happened to be a Justice of the Peace, and seemed to have an answer for everything. Being prepared was his middle name – an ingrained trait, I suppose, from his military days serving in Germany during the Vietnam War. 

After our marriage on Johnnie and Leann’s musty plantation in Mississippi, we honeymooned at a remote cabin in northern Georgia. I thought my life was perfect.

But then, it only got better. Bo and I found out I was pregnant soon after our wedding day. During the pregnancy, we bought a five-bedroom house in Alma and moved out of our cramped apartment. We had plenty of room for Victor, Riley, and the new arrival, due in the summer of 2006. 

In June, our daughter was born. Bo named her Persephone, after a Greek goddess.

I was over the moon. I had everything I had ever wanted: an employed and sober husband, three beautiful children, a modern and stylish house, even a small vegetable garden. The kids were enrolled in the local public school. Everything was cozy and copacetic...only it wasn’t. 

I had even enrolled in college – at Ole Miss, Bo’s alma mater, majoring in psychology with the goal of pursuing a master’s degree in Christian counseling.

I had it all. Only I didn’t. 

Something was very wrong. I began to suffer from various illnesses and pursued medical treatment from a cornucopia of specialists – but my mysterious symptoms only worsened. Headaches, weight loss, numbness in my extremities...I ended up taking a bucketful of prescription meds. My wine sipping habit, acquired since marrying Bo, increased to daily dependency. Bo consistently drank beer. We didn’t drink to excess, but I knew I had a problem, even then in 2008 when I went back to school.

*****
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2012 WAS A YEAR OF SIGNIFICANT changes. I graduated Ole Miss with my BA in Psychology, and Bo and I made the decision to relocate back to Virginia, having had our consciences seared by the Church to get the children back into commune-run schools. I was delighted. I had missed the rolling lush hills of the Shenandoah Valley, and I had already signed up for an online MA program in Christian counseling through a reputable Christian University. 

We moved to the small town of Candlewick, VA – a stone’s throw from the 7th Day Sabbath Academy. We rented a five-bedroom house and settled in. 

Immediately, Bo wanted us to get life insurance policies worth $100,000.  In the back of my mind, I wondered...but everything was going so well, so I didn’t want to make waves.

The kids settled into their new schools well and were thriving. I tried my best to be super-mom: keeping the house clean, cooking dinner every night, driving the kids to school, and to their appointments. Additionally, I studied hard and made progress in my degree program. But I was dying inside...

*****
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IN THE SPRING OF 2014, a tiny whirlwind whipped through our lives, leaving devastation in its wake. I miscarried in the second month. I had been flying high on the news of the pregnancy, hoping it would be a spark to bring our marriage back to life. And then, at that fateful OB/GYN appointment...there was no heartbeat.

After the proecdure, I was sent home with some pain pills. In my severe emotional distress, I downed a couple with too much wine. I passed out.  Waking up in disarray, I was mortified the kids had seen me that way. 

Not long after, in the fall of 2014, I woke up one morning so dizzy that I couldn’t walk straight. I told Bo I needed to go to the ER. He reluctantly agreed. But after a couple of trips to the bathroom, trying to get dressed, I realized I couldn’t even make it to the car. 

I felt drugged, but the pain pills were long gone. 

Bo was acting strangely. Calm. He was a little too calm. He hovered over me – feeding me ice chips – a vacant look in his obsidian eyes. Vigilant.

I convinced him to call an ambulance. After arriving at the local hospital in Asbury Park, the doctors ran tests all day, in futility, to see what could be causing the vertigo. There was a spinal tap, MRI, and blood work. 

Later, in the evening, I overheard Bo tell the doctor about my drinking problem. 

That night, they discharged me with an unspecified diagnosis. I recovered by the next day – and slipped back into my nightmare of living a spiritually dead life. Everything seemed normal – but there was an undercurrent of unresolved pain, anger, and resentment in the house. The kids seemed oblivious, thankfully. Victor was now 18 years old and preparing to graduate from the Academy. Riley was 15 and a sophomore at the Academy. Persephone was nine years old – getting ready for fourth grade in Elementary School.

The Church of the 7th Day Sabbath surely was getting their share of money out of us. The Church’s modus operandi was very effective: threatening us with the loss of our children’s salvation if we didn’t comply and send them to Church schools.

*****
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I NOTICED CHANGES IN Bo’s behavior. He was more aggressive in bed and kept demanding what I considered kinky sex. I firmly refused. There were boundaries that I would not cross.

He also started talking openly about sex in front of our nine-year-old daughter. I was shocked. 

During one of these occasions, Persephone just commented, “Dad, you’re weird,” and then walked away. 

I became very worried.

It continued. I also noticed large amounts of money disappearing from our bank accounts. But I was too afraid of pulling a string that would unravel our tenuous marriage, and I was so close to finishing my degree program...

Time went by.

Bo was on another one of his international trips for work. Spain with a layover in Amsterdam. Persephone and I watched the clock, anxiously waiting to hear from him, indicating his safe arrival. Yes, our marriage was unraveling, but I still loved him.

Finally, he called on Skype. With Persephone present, Bo appeared in a hotel room with hookers in the background, drunk as a skunk.

“Can’t talk now, Babe,” he slurred. “I’m too busy having me a good old time.”

I was stunned and hung up the call abruptly. Persephone had seen and heard enough. 

A few things started to click into place. I recalled Bo saying recently that they were having random drug tests at his work. He had stated: “I guess I’ll have to shave my head.” He had never done drugs around me. Aside from beer and wine, we had no vices. Not even cigarettes. So, I had chosen to ignore that comment. But now, I realized where the large amounts of money were going from our accounts: drugs and hookers. 

Bo Whitney was indeed living a double life. 

After he returned from Spain, I confronted him. And in a rare moment of honesty, he let loose with a flood of information that I didn’t see coming. Bo told me that he was a sex addict and a porn addict. He said it had all started when as a kid, he had been exposed to sex between family members, apparently orgy style, while several of their cousins were over at Johnnie and Leann’s plantation. And according to Bo, at the time, his parents were aware of it!

I was so shocked. I didn’t know what to say. 

However, after I recovered, I asked Bo to go with me to get marriage counseling with the pastor. He flatly turned me down.

We both retreated into our respective cocoons and kept living our fake Facebook lives. I continued to slowly die inside. We never spoke of Bo’s outburst confession again. Deep down, I was afraid of him and the Whitney darkness – a darkness that ran deep...into the pit of hell.

I considered Johnnie and Leann. They were adamant, church-attending Southern Baptists. They were involved in the choir, potlucks, shut-in outreach, mission trips, the whole nine yards. But something didn’t ring true. Deep down, I had always known that – but in my desperation to keep my family together, I had allowed denial to override my instincts. A mistake that would almost cost me my life.

*****
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THEN, IT GOT WORSE. I began to suspect Bo was molesting our daughter, Persephone. In desperation, I strategically placed a camera in her room to get evidence since she claimed nothing of the sort was going on. Fear for my daughter’s safety was finally overriding the deeply rooted denial. Bo noted the camera but said nothing. However, he then blatantly started taking our daughter on what he called “20 minute” bike rides.

One day after one of their rides, she ran into the house and dashed into the bathroom. I heard her in there – and she was out in a minute and a half. 

It was so odd. I went in there after her and found her underwear on the floor beside the clothes hamper. They had what looked like semen in them! Oh God!

I was terrified and distraught.

In hindsight, I should have called the police immediately, but...I feared Bo. And Persephone was unwilling to discuss even the remotest possibility of what we had discussed (I had had the “talk” with her). She firmly denied that she had anything to report. It was clear that Persephone had Stockholm syndrome. All I could do was try my best to protect her and stick it out to the bitter end, no matter what.

I finally called a therapist and got Persephone signed up for counseling.

Bo was livid when he found out. And I saw fear in his eyes. 

After several sessions, the therapist wasn’t getting anywhere with Persephone. However, the damage was done. My days in the house were numbered.

Bo was a dangerous, sex-addicted narcissist and I had stood up to him.

*****
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MAY 2015
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IT WAS A SUNNY, MILD spring morning in Candlewick, VA. The kids were home and school out for the summer. It was a day like any other day – only it wasn’t.

I woke up feeling strange. My vision was blurry, and I couldn’t think straight.

After getting out of bed, I glanced at the half-full glass of tea on my nightstand. I had been intentionally cutting back on alcohol. If I had gone to bed sober, why did I feel this way? 

I shook my head and tried to get on with my day as best as I could, not wanting to spend the whole day in the ER like last year, with the doctors futilely trying everything they could to decipher my symptoms.

I wanted to spend the day with my daughter. Victor and Riley were absorbed in their video games, as usual. It was just me and Persephone. Our special day.

“Hey, Mom, do you wanna play Memory with me?” I heard Persephone’s musical voice coming from the living room as I cleaned up the breakfast dishes. 

“Sure, Honey. I’ll be right there. Why don’t you go ahead and get it set up for us.” I called.

When I joined her in the living room, she had cards lined up in neat rows across the coffee table. She glanced up at me skeptically. I stumbled a little, as though drunk. Only I wasn’t.  

I sat down beside her and struggled to concentrate on the game – blurred vision, brain fog, and all.

Then it was checkers. 

Then backgammon.

It was as though my daughter was testing me, as she eyed me suspiciously. Who knows what Bo had been telling the kids about me. Although I had no evidence yet, I knew he was up to something. My instincts were in high gear.

Later, Persephone took a break from games and wanted to swing on the playset situated by the woods near our house.

As she flew higher and higher on the swing, I looked toward the woods with dread. Was this where Bo took her during their “20 minute” bike rides? 

Just then, my phone rang. I retrieved it from my back pocket – it was Bo, calling on his lunch break as always. It was a strained and brief conversation. I told him I was outside with Persephone, watching her on the swing, her long honey-blond hair streaming behind her like a lovely golden flag.

“She’s beautiful. Isn’t she.” Bo stated.

I agreed.

“Enjoy your day with your daughter,” he said with finality and hung up.

Enjoy my last day with my daughter, I wondered?

*****
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LATER, PERSEPHONE WANTED to watch a DVD. I worked on an assignment that was upcoming in my MA program, but I couldn’t concentrate. The words on the screen floated and swam together. I gave up. 

All too soon, our special time was over. Bo rolled up in the driveway – back from his long commute from the larger town of Village Green where he worked as a lead lab technician in an internationally known pharmaceutical company.

I was ever the dutiful wife in the kitchen prepping yet another homecooked meal. We barely greeted each other. He walked back to the bedroom to change his clothes and came back into the kitchen wearing shorts and a T-shirt. 

“I’m taking Persephone out for our 20-minute bike ride,” he made intentional eye contact with me as he stated what I already knew. I could detect a hint of defiance in those black eyes – so dark.

Wordlessly, I turned back to chopping vegetables. Had I felt better, I was tempted to follow them on foot. But, as it was, I wasn’t up to playing detective today. 

During dinner, Riley was watching me closely. I couldn’t eat. I just pushed my food around on my plate as tears welled up in my eyes.

“Mom, eat your dinner,” Riley said disapprovingly.

Later, I invited the kids outside to roast s’mores around the fire pit. As we sat down, it started barely sprinkling.

Bo sauntered outside, a beer in his hand, “Your mom is so desperate for everyone to spend time together,” he spat sarcastically. Then he stalked back inside.

*****
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AT BEDTIME, I MADE a point of drinking no alcohol. I went to bed with a glass of sweet tea on my nightstand. Bo rolled toward me and started to feel me up – he wanted sex. I made excuses that my back pain was too severe tonight. Instead of insisting, like he usually did, he just chuckled to himself and rolled over.

I slept fitfully. I did not take the Ativan I was prescribed to sleep. 

I must have finally dozed off because I woke up the next morning with severe abdominal pain, headache, vertigo, and blurred vision!

Bo was gone.

This time, I knew Bo had poisoned me. I called a neighbor to come pick me up and take me to the ER. I poured the tea from the nightstand into an insulated coffee container, screwed the lid tight and took it with me as evidence.

While at the ER, I told the doctor the whole story. I showed him the container with the tea. He was sympathetic but let me know they were ill-equipped to run diagnostic tests. They did not call the police so I could make a report. I was there all day while they ran tests – just like last year. Nothing.

Over the course of the day, I started to feel better. My neighbor, Martha, came to pick me up and take me home. I shared my suspicions about Bo with her. But I could tell she didn’t buy it. She attended the same Church of the 7th Day Sabbath near Candlewick at the commune also.

She was convinced by Bo’s little church-boy act: teaching the Kindergarten Sabbath School class, leading at the Adult Sabbath School, taking up the offering, volunteering at the local soup kitchen. Just like his parents, Johnnie and Leann.

She dropped me off at home, tossed some empty platitude my direction, and drove away.

I called the police to make a report of the incident, and I guess the kids overheard me on the phone and told Bo – because he didn’t come home that night. Or the next. 

*****
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DURING THE NEXT 30 days, I went out and found a job at the commune. Gradually, I started talking to Bo on the phone. 

The police weren’t getting anywhere with the investigation even though I gave them a copy of the life insurance policy Bo insisted we get. They had no evidence. And I got the feeling they didn’t really care either, based on their nonchalant attitudes. I guessed they had bigger fish to fry.

As time passed, I hatched an idea to let Bo come back home so I could try to collect evidence. I had no doubt he would try again. Sure enough, he went for it.

The night he came back, I realized I still loved him – as sick as that sounds. For ten years, I had thought he was my forever love and that we would grow old together. 

We made love that evening. One last time.

*****
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LATER, I WENT INTO the kitchen to make dinner. I was still on edge – waiting for the other shoe to drop. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Bo in the hallway, just standing there. I paused and watched him with my body turned so he would think I was doing something else.

He was steadily staring at his own reflection in the hall mirror. The look in his eyes terrified me. It was the look of a man about to cross all boundaries; a man about to commit murder. It was though he was psyching himself up for it. I quickly looked away and pretended to be busy in the kitchen.

Now that I was sober and planned to stay that way – I took a glass of tea with me to bed. The stillness in the house was stifling. 

I finally fell asleep...only to wake up in the middle of the night in agonizing pain. My abdomen was on fire! I had been careless. I looked at the nightstand. The glass of tea was gone. Bo had dumped it out.

How had he done it?

I racked my brain. I felt ok when I went to bed last night.

I looked over at Bo, sound asleep beside me. I thought about his reaction yesterday afternoon. He had behaved suspiciously when I asked him if he wanted me to get his clothes out of his car and put them in the washer. He hesitated, and then quickly said, “no. I’ll get them later.” It was clear at that point that he didn’t want me anywhere near his car. 

I decided to take a look.

I got up quietly and crept downstairs, grabbed a flashlight off Bo’s workbench, exited through the basement door, and peered into his car with the flashlight. I had forgotten to grab his keys. 

Still in agonizing pain, I shone the flashlight into his car. It was full of stuff. Stuff he didn’t want me to see. 

The doors were locked. I couldn’t make out anything much from the dim streetlight in our driveway. So, I slowly and quietly crept back up the stairs from the basement, tip-toed back in the bedroom, and carefully eased into bed – my heart pounding. Bo didn’t budge. 

Some people say the most powerful human instinct is the sex drive – fully aroused. I can think of one more powerful: fear. I laid there, suffering silently, until he got up at 5 am, showered, and left for work. No goodbyes.

I got up and called Martha.

“Please come quick, Martha, and take me to the hospital. I’m sick again!” I explained quickly.

“Again?!” she exclaimed, sounding exasperated. “Okay, I’m on my way.”

She came and I left a note for the kids.

*****
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AT THE ER, MORE TESTS were run. Not surprisingly, nothing conclusive was found. I started to feel better and just like before, Martha came, picked me up, and brought me home.

I was exhausted. 

I went upstairs to say “Hello” to the boys. Victor and Riley were laughing hysterically – almost demoniacally. They didn’t acknowledge me. It was the first inkling I had that they might be involved also. 

I went back downstairs and took a shower. I took extra care with my makeup and hair. I put on a nice, new blouse I had never worn before. I knew Bo would be home soon. 

I was in the middle of mopping the floor when he walked in – a mixture of surprise and respect in his eyes. 

I put the mop down, walked over to him confidently, and looked him in the eye.

“You must leave Bo. Now.” I said unequivocally. 

“Alright,” he said. He turned to pack his overnight bag. 

A few minutes later, he re-appeared in the kitchen. I was waiting for him. 
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