
‘I forgave my dad for killing my mum’
Elaine Lipworth

Years after she saw her father shoot her mother and then turn the
gun on himself, Rhonda Britten can finally look forward to the future

I never felt loved by my father. I always knew he wished I was a boy. I was
the middle of three girls and he always looked at me as if he couldn’t stand
the sight of me.

By the time I was 14, in 1975, my parents were separated for the second
time. They’d divorced when I was ten and remarried a year later. But my
mother realized she’d made a big mistake and left him again.

On Father’s Day, 15 June, he was coming over to take me, my mother and
sisters Cindy and Linda out for brunch. I woke up that morning feeling
good. My mother was in love with a man called Bill and she’d told us we
might move to Minneapolis with him. I liked Bill – anyone was better than
my dad. As we lived in a tiny town in Michigan, it was exciting to move to a
big place.

Getting ready to go out, me and my mum were talking in her bedroom and
she was telling me little secrets – all about her and Bill – and asking me
about my boyfriend. I was thrilled. I remember she was putting on her
make-up – the blue eyeshadow, the rose colored lipstick – and fixing her
beehive hairdo. Everything about the next few minutes is still crystal clear
in my mind.

At 10:30 there’s a knock at the door, and it’s my dad. My mum puts on her
leather coat. It’s drizzling. I open the door and my dad comes in, then says
he has to get his coat from the boot of his car. He’s not getting his coat,
he’s getting a rifle.

My mother walks out and opens the car door, she hasn’t seen the gun yet.
I’m on the porch yelling to my sisters to hurry up and the next thing I see is
my father pointing a gun at my mother. She’s wrapping her arms around
her body saying, "Don’t you do this Ron, don’t you do this, put the gun
down." I’m screaming, "Dad, what are you doing? Stop!" Then I start
yelling, "I’ll live with you, I’ll take care of you," thinking that maybe he’s
scared to be alone.

But he doesn’t listen. He aims at mother shouting, "You made me do this,
this is your fault Ena." And he shoots her in the abdomen right in front of



me. There’s this stillness and he looks at me, just looks at me, and then I
think I’m going to die next. Then he turns back and shoots her again. The
bullet goes right through her and hits the car horn. She falls back into the
car. For the next 20 minutes all I hear in the background is the "eeehhh" of
the car horn droning on and on and on.

My father comes running up and gets down on his knees beside me. I am
terrified about what he might do, but I can’t move. He cocks the gun, points
it at his head and pulls the trigger. I have on a dress that my mother has
just made me – white with black polka dots.

It’s covered in his blood. We’re screaming, the horn’s still going, the sirens
are wailing, the phone’s ringing.

I run back into my mum’s bedroom, where I had felt so safe just minutes
before. I pray to God to save her. But I know that she’s already gone.

When the police arrived I just felt intensely angry. I became numb. I even
decided to go skating that night as I did every Sunday, as if nothing had
happened. Then I slept at my aunt’s house. They told me I was up all night
screaming, "Why, why, why?" and hitting the walls.

After that I lived with my sisters. Linda was the oldest, at 18. We lived in
that same house for two years, I don’t know how. Nobody came to check
on us. I raised myself completely from that time on.

I felt that watching my parents die had robbed me of the possibility of
becoming the woman I’d thought I would be. I thought, "This is it. My life is
over." My mother had been the love of my life.

During high school I kept up a façade that nothing was wrong. I was class
president. You’d never have known. But I had nightmares every single
night that my father was killing me. I couldn’t talk to anyone about it, I was
in complete denial. I just carried on because I felt if I didn’t, he would win.

When I got to college I started drinking. I felt like committing suicide all the
time. Friends and boyfriends only lasted two minutes. I was frightened of
getting close to anyone, but at the same time I was very needy and clingy.
Boyfriends had to call me all the time, be with me all the time. I’d say,
"Where are you going? Why can’t I come? Don’t you love me?" It’s no
wonder they left.



Because I couldn’t get anyone to love me, I assumed my father was right
to hate me. I might as well die. Drinking numbed my nightmares. I always
slept with the light on or I had to have someone sleep with me. I never told
them why. I kept my parents’ death a secret, I was scared they’d use it as
ammunition against me. I had to drink, but I never thought I was an
alcoholic, I considered myself a wine connoisseur.

I actually tried to commit suicide several times, usually when I felt
abandoned by a boyfriend. The first time was with Daniel when I was 20.
I’d moved to Atlanta to be with him but we broke up after a year. To me, it
was like my mother and father had died all over again. I felt lost, betrayed,
rejected. We were in a bar when Daniel said he didn’t think he loved me
any more. I just started to throw glasses and try to attack him. I was
kicking, screaming and crying. The bouncers literally threw me out.

It was the first time I’d allowed my rage to come through – hitting Daniel
was really me hitting my dad. I went home and took a load of pills, anything
that was in my house. I called a friend and told him what I’d done and he
took me to the hospital.

I moved to Los Angeles when I was 25, thinking it would help, but I still had
the same problems – drinking to fall asleep because my nightmares were
so bad. And every night my dad was still shooting me in my dreams.

It took me another three years to admit I was drinking too much. I was
waitressing when a guy I worked with said, "You’re an alcoholic and you
were abused as a child." I stared at him and said, "How dare you?" Then
I’d replay in my mind my dad yelling at me, taking the belt out, shooting my
mother. It was the first step towards me admitting I had a problem. I drank
the last glass of wine in the bottle and went to my first Alcoholics
Anonymous meeting. I haven’t had a drink since. It’s been 13 years.

But I was still blaming my parents for everything. I realized I had to let go
and take back my life. It was up to me. I had the dream again that my
father was shooting me, but instead of running I turned and faced him. He
shot at me but the bullets didn’t hit me. He said, "Well, I guess that’s it
Rhonda. Do you want to have a picnic?" I’ve never dreamt about him
since. I’d forgiven him.

I started keeping track of positive things I did, such as "talked to a
stranger", "smiled at the bank clerk", and gave myself a gold star on the
calendar for each. Soon I had a ton of stars and felt strong enough to go to
therapy. I devoured self-help books and started coming up with my own



techniques to deal with my fear of being worthless. This eventually turned
into my book, Fearless Living.

Now that I have overcome my past I am the confident, loving person I
should always have been. I have lots of wonderful friends and I’m doing
well financially. I do what I love – help others overcome their fears and
become who they truly are – and I think how proud of me my mother would
be.
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