
Tragedy To Triumph
By Jill Fraser

After witnessing the horrific murder-suicide of her parents, Rhonda Britten has
turned her life around.

By rights, it was an experience that should have scarred her for life. But Rhonda Britten
not only survived the trauma of seeing her father kill her mother and then himself, she
became very resourceful and turned her attempts to cope with the consequences of that
dreadful day into a practical set of self-help tools - and now an acclaimed book.

It was Father's Day, 1975, in Michigan, USA. Britten, at age 14, was somewhat
apprehensive about the thought of her estranged father spending the day with the family,
but her reservations diminished when he arrived at the door. He seemed in such a good
mood she welcomed him with a spontaneous hug, a rare gesture on her part.

Yelling with jealous rage, her father shot his ex-wife then turned the gun on Britten. Re-
cocking, he suddenly swung the rifle back towards the woman who was now doubled
over in agony and fired again. He then ran over to his daughter, knelt down beside her,
rested his temple against the end of the barrel and pulled the trigger.

"The sound of the gunshot at close range was deafening," she says. "My father's blood
splattered on the white dress that was my mother's last gift to me. His body collapsed
beside me."

Her initial reaction was complete numbness. That night, she joined friends for a regular
Sunday evening skate "as though nothing had happened". When her feelings did surface,
grief was overshadowed by an overwhelming sense of worthlessness as she tried to
fathom why she had been left. "I figured I wasn't even worth killing," she says.

After the double funeral, Britten and her two sisters, Cindy, 18, and Linda, 13, were
abandoned by their relatives and left to raise themselves.

For 10 years, she lived in total denial.

Haunted by nightmares and wracked with guilt, Britten excelled at school and continued
onto college. Alcohol dulled the pain and when it became too much, three suicide
attempts, at age 20, 24 and 25, were desperate cries for help as her terrible secret
remained locked inside. "It was always pills, I could never use a gun. I'm a chicken at
heart," she mocks with chilling candor.

"I just wanted to go to sleep and not wake up. I couldn't bear having to face my self-
hatred again. But after the third unsuccessful attempt, I realised I had to make a choice. I
could either keep trying to kill myself or I could stop blaming circumstance and making
excuses.

"Up until then, it didn't even occur to me that I had a choice."

Now one of America's most sought-after "life coaches", Britten talks of that moment as a
"turning point" and explains how she devised a series of simple exercises to affirm her
good qualities.



"That's where hope began and the feeling that maybe I can get through this started," she
says.

Britten's thesis is that there are two patterns of human behavior: the wheel of fear and the
wheel of freedom. "Fear is at the core of all our problems. It was my fear of unworthiness
that kept me trapped," she says.

Britten went public with her story on Oprah Winfrey's show and has recently completed a
number of television shows in the UK. She visited Australia last week.

"They say we have destiny ...," she hesitates, stumbling over the words. "It's very hard for
me to say the next line but it's almost as if all this good has come about through my
parents' death. But then again, I could have chosen the other way and gone the way of a
victim."
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