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Rhonda Britten remembers the weeping skies and the sound of her sisters 
squabbling in the bathroom, as usual. 
"I walk outside to get in the car. My mother was right next to me. It had been 
sprinkling all day. My mother says, 'Stay on the front porch.' " 
That's when she saw her father pull a long gun from his car trunk, cock it and 
aim. 
"Stop, stop!" she screamed. "Daddy, don't do it!" 
For nearly 20 years her parents, Ron and Ena Wiitanen, had been entangled in a 
volatile, sometimes violent relationship. After Ena caught Ron cheating, they 
divorced, only to remarry. After separating again, Ena moved their three 
daughters from Duluth to Hancock, Mich., for a fresh start. 
Ron disappeared, reappearing in Hancock months later. He had threatened to kill 
Ena and the girls. But when he called on June 15, 1975, asking to take everyone 
out for Father's Day, Ena softened. She didn't notice that day how Ron parked, 
so that when she opened her car door to get in she was trapped. 
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"You made me do this, Ena," he screamed. "It's all your fault." The first shot 
came quickly. Ena doubled over. 
Ron cocked the gun again and pointed it at Britten. At the periphery of his vision, 
Ena moved. Ron turned and fired. Then he fell to his knees, braced the gun and 
shot himself in the head.  
At 14, Britten was the sole witness to her parents' murder-suicide. For years, she 
blamed herself. 
Today, the Minnesota native stars as a life coach on "Starting Over" (KARE, Ch. 
11, 2 p.m. weekdays), the top-ranked show in its Twin Cities time slot, drawing 
more female viewers in other key markets than "The Ellen DeGeneres Show" or 
"Dr. Phil." 
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Every weekday, Britten, 43, draws on all she learned during her tumultuous 
Minnesota years up to age 25 -- times marked by depression, dysfunctional 
relationships and suicide attempts -- to counsel a revolving cast of six needy 
women, whose problems often mirror her own. 
She also has starred in an eponymous British TV show, "Help Me Rhonda," has 
written three self-help books and runs her own life coaching business, the 
Fearless Living Institute. 
"It's ironic that what I do for a living now is exactly what I would have prayed for," 
said Britten. "I could have used a 'Starting Over' house." 
An adult at 14 
The day her parents were buried, Britten sang at their back-to-back funerals. She 
threw herself into her mother's grave, only to be hauled out by her grandmother, 
who said, "Your mother is at peace. Go on with your life," recalled Sharyn 
Eckholm Hill, a longtime family friend. 
But there was no peace. 
Family members on both sides fought bitterly over who was to blame, Britten 
said. None stepped forward to raise the girls. So they moved back to the family's 
Duluth home with Cindy, then 18, in charge. 
"Rhonda defied Cindy every step of the way," said Hill, who frequently stepped 
in, dispensing money, taking them during school vacation periods and bailing 
them out of jams. "Not Rhonda so much. Nobody raised Rhonda. She was an 
adult at 14." 
She rarely talked about her parents. When people asked, she said they both died 
in an accident. 
On the outside, Rhonda Wiitanen was the pretty, vivacious Soap Box Derby 
queen who always had a boyfriend. At Duluth East High School, she got good 
grades and was president of the student council. She had a great voice and 
starred in school plays, said her sister, Linda Snively, 42, a teacher in Stafford, 
Va. 
"She walked into a room and everybody noticed." 
Inside, all was turmoil. She gave up her childhood dream to become a minister. 
"I thought that God was testing me and I failed because my parents didn't live. So 
I turned my back on God. I never quit believing," Britten said. "But God's tests 
were too much. So I left him [in order] to protect my loved ones." 



Joe Berini, a counselor at Duluth East, is the first person in whom Britten 
confided. He believed in her abilities before she believed in herself.  
 
"She was very courageous -- just a tough Finlander," recalled Berini, who is now 
retired but keeps in touch with Britten and talked with her when she returned in 
October to lead a packed seminar for the Learning Annex. 
He helped her get a scholarship to the University of Minnesota, where she 
spiraled into a double life as a standout student by day and a hard drinker by 
night. 
Gold star epiphany 
Through her 20s, she attempted suicide three times, always with pills. Each time 
she called to say goodbye to her sisters or a boyfriend. Her last attempt was at 
25. 
"They put me in the lockdown ward at a hospital near the 'U.' One of my 
boyfriends brought me there and dumped me on the doorstep. It was actually a 
huge turning point. He was no longer willing to be manipulated by me. As he left 
me there, I remember screaming and screaming." 
But it was the hopeless, resigned look in Cindy's eyes that Britten most 
remembers. "That was the moment I went, 'OK, Rhonda, you are so screwed 
because if your sister gives up on you, you have nobody else.' " 
From self-help books, Britten cobbled together an exercise for herself that would 
become a template for her approach with clients since. She bought a box of gold 
stars and a calendar. For every good deed she did, Britten gave herself a gold 
star. 
"At the end of the month I had lots of gold stars," Britten said. "I remember 
thinking there was hope. That was the moment I started taking responsibility for 
my life." 
California dreamin' 
Demons and drinking followed her all the way to Hollywood, where she bounced 
around doing theater, commercials, stand-up comedy and had roles in sitcoms 
such as "Married With Children" and "Perfect Strangers." 
Hill remembers Britten returning to Duluth swathed in mink for a wedding. "She 
lived in this make-believe world of money, partying, smoking and booze -- 
anything so she didn't have to think about the realities. Everything was about 
Rhonda. She was terrified, but you wouldn't have known it." 
At 28, Britten put the cork in the bottle and found God. 
She had been arrested three times for drunken driving. Her boyfriend had left 
her. Every night in nightmares her father chased her, shooting at her. Every 
morning she woke up aching with the pain of what felt like real bullets . 
"I was home alone. I couldn't drink. I had no man. I had a hard time sleeping at 
night. My father was in the closet as he always was. I say to him, 'Why don't you 
quit bothering me and just leave?' He doesn't move. I'm emotionally and 
physically exhausted. Then I had a weird thought -- if you can't beat him, join 



him. So I looked at my father. 'Come over here.' I put my arms around him, 'OK, I 
forgive you.' He whispered in my ear: 'That's what I've been waiting for.' " 
In 1990, Britten talked publicly about her parents' death for the first time on 
national TV. First she appeared on the "Sally Jesse Raphael Show," then on 
"Oprah." 
"I wanted to become the person who's willing to talk about it: 'There's nothing 
wrong with me because my father killed my mother.' " 
Excuses and rebellion  
"Every day in the 'Starting Over' house, somebody does something I used to do," 
Britten says. "I used to give excuses. I used to rebel. I just look at them. 'Wow, 
they're really afraid. I can stand for them. I can believe in them until they can 
believe in themselves.' " 
Britten is tough/tender with the women. One minute she's a drill sergeant, 
confronting them nose-to-nose. The next, she's bear-hugging them until they let 
go. 
But she doesn't let them get away with anything. Last season, she kicked out two 
women who weren't ready to do the hard work of changing their lives. Another 
recent house member, Sommer, had gastric bypass surgery after a lifetime of 
being overweight. When she came to the house she had lost 30 of her 270 
pounds, but being thinner only brought a new set of problems. Unsure how to 
handle newfound male attention, she became promiscuous. But she refused to 
concede that she had food issues because she didn't know how to handle her 
emotions. 
"When I confronted her, she was shocked. It was like telling her she had orange 
hair. The anger and resistance was unbelievable." 
Britten assigned a food journal for Sommer to track all the emotions she tried to 
blunt through her use of food. 
Britten doesn't live in the 'Starting Over' house, but she might as well. Crews film 
up to 12 hours a day, six days a week. Producers choose 41 minutes to air each 
weekday. 
Britten is a TV junkie; she can't stop watching once she starts. But she seldom 
watches her own show, afraid she'll hate what producers have chosen or left out, 
Hill said.  
Gifts of the father 
It took 20 years for Britten to forgive her parents, longer still to forgive herself. 
Next June is the 30-year anniversary of their deaths. In planning how to honor 
them that day, she has been thinking about all they gave her. 
From her mother she received faith, humor and heart. From her father she got 
purpose and passion. If they had not died those violent deaths, she would not be 
doing this work. 
"I believe that my mother, father and I agreed to this years ago, that I'm 
supposed to heal not only myself but millions of people," Britten said. 
"I do believe this is my destiny." 
Kay Miller is at kmiller@startribune.com. 
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Greatest teacher: "My mother. She taught me about fear and how to be fearless." 
Favorite spot in Minnesota: Lake of the Isles. 
What's on your coffee table? About 25 books, including "Genetic 
Nutritioneering,"Holding the Center" and "Letters of the Scattered Brotherhood." 
Best memory of Two Harbors: Walking backwards from school in 3 feet of snow.  
Favorite TV show: "Besides 'Starting Over'? The orginal 'CSI.' " 
What's messy in your life? "My love life. It's very challenging to have a 
relationship with the schedule I have. Do you know someone who's looking -- a 
brother, a cousin -- for a 5-foot-5 life coach who's looking for a mate?" 
Kay Miller 
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Women interested in being chosen for the third season of "Starting Over" are 
asked to send a 5- to 10-minute videotape. Rhonda Britten offers some tips to 
improve your chances of being selected: 
� Clearly state the specific goal you hope to achieve by living in the "Starting 
Over" house. 
� Be truthful. Show your feelings. 
� Share the human story behind your goal. Personal details make for engrossing 
TV and develop the compelling characters that bring viewers back. 
� Focus on the human dimension of your story. If yours is a career goal, recast it 
in terms of relationships.  
� Emphasize the emotional challenge instead of the physical obstacles you face 
in changing your life. 
Tapes should be sent to: 
Starting Over Casting 
Bunim/Murray Productions 
6007 Sepulveda Blvd. 
Van Nuys, CA 91411 
Kay Miller 
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Dec. 1, 1960 -- Rhonda Wiitanen is born in Two Harbors, Minn. 
Age 4 -- Rhonda starts kindergarten. Family bounces around Two Harbors, 
Duluth, Windsor, Ontario, and Hancock, Mich. 
Age 10 - Parents divorce. Rhonda briefly lives with her father. As the middle 
child, she takes the brunt of his emotional and physical abuse. 
Age 12 -- Father tries to strangle Rhonda after she lips off, but stops when 
youngest daughter, Linda, begs, "Daddy, don't kill Rhonda." 
Age 14 -- Witnesses her parents' murder-suicide. 
Age 18 -- Starts drinking during freshman year of college. 
Age 20 -- First suicide attempt, with pills, after fiancé breaks up with her. Feels 
like the whole world is saying she's unlovable. 
Age 22 -- Attends University of Minnesota commencement two courses shy of 
graduation requirements. Never finishes her degree. Gets job managing motel. 
Age 23 -- Second suicide attempt. Uses pills again. Each time she is saved after 
calling boyfriend or sisters to say goodbye. 
Age 25 -- Third suicide attempt. Decides that she can defeat fear and change her 
life through self-affirmation. Gives herself a gold star for every good act. Moves 
to Los Angeles. Arrested for drunken driving. 
Age 28 -- Stops drinking on her own. Initially limits herself to one drink a day, but 
stops entirely when she realizes she's obsessed over when to have the drink. 
Takes stage name of Rhonda Britten. 
Age 30 -- Marries Carl Mikulecky. Discusses parents' murder-suicide for the first 
time on national TV. 
Age 34 -- Forgives parents and starts grief groups. 
Age 35 -- Starts coaching career. 
Age 38 -- Divorces. Starts writing book proposal. 
Age 39 -- Gets $200,000 advance for first book, "Fearless Living." 
Age 40 -- Starts Fearless Living Institute. Begins filming "Help Me Rhonda" TV 
show in London, changing people's lives in 30 days. 
Age 42 -- Joins counseling staff of "Starting Over." 
Kay Miller 
 


