
Turning the Wheel of Fortune
By Anna Burnside

Her dad shot her mum and then himself while 14-year-old Rhonda
Britten looked on. After 26 years and one suicide bid she has broken
a cycle of depression with Fearless Living -- the title of her book and
a code for life.

THERE is talk, in Hollywood, of a film of Rhonda Britten's life. It could
make a great film, part Erin Brokovitch, part Little Women. A movie about a
woman who writes self-help books and lectures corporate America about
fearless leadership may not sound like the next Gladiator, but Britten's life
has been more eventful than the average blockbuster. Her books and
lectures are successful and poignant because she has lived through the
scary script and emerged -- blonde, smiling and gesticulating wildly -- at
the other end.

On Father's Day in 1975, when she was 14 years old, her father shot her
mother with a rifle and then turned the gun on himself. Britten witnessed
the whole thing.

The effects were to play out over the next two decades as Britten trashed
her marriage, attempted suicide, looked for answers at the bottom of a
bottle, went over and over the events of that day asking herself why, why,
why. The answers were never satisfactory as she felt trapped by what she
now calls 'the wheel of fear'. She was afraid to express the emotions she
shut down after her parents' death, afraid of being seen as a loser. She felt
worthless and pointless. It took her 20 years to do something about it.

At first, what she did was all the usual stuff: talking about it, reading about
it, self-help groups, workshops. Some were useful, others interesting but
none of them answered all her questions or, crucially, offered her any
usable alternatives. 'They didn't,' she says, 'have the answers for me. They
were good in parts, good in theory, good psychological tools but nothing
told me about fear. I've taken every workshop, read every book, and there
was this void for me personally. After I finished a book or a workshop I
almost felt betrayed because ... now what?'

So Britten started working out her own answers to the 'now what?'
question. After running a hotel and working as an actress, she went on to
own a small PR company. She was successful and was clearly together.
People who knew her story kept asking her one question: 'How d'ya do it?'
So she started telling them and found that she kept giving the same



answers. Then she was asked to do a workshop of her own. And she did,
and it was great. Then she was asked to speak. She did that too. Before
she had really noticed what was happening her grieving-coping-
empowering process had become Fearless Living -- the institute, the
tapes, the website and now, the book.

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.

She is part life coach, part agony aunt, part best friend. She describes her
program -- which involves identifying the fears that are holding you back,
working out where they came from, customizing a strategy to deal with and
overcome them and not beating yourself up in the process -- as a turbo-
charged dose of life, wisdom and experience.

'One woman told me that she probably would have ended up where she
was eventually but that I took 20 years off her life. I accelerate you so fast.
I can't tell you how many people I've gotten married who never were
dating, who own their own businesses, how many people are writing books
now or starting to speak. Some people know what they want, some people
don't. The people that don't, I help them to know -- the people that know I
help them to make it happen. If you were a waiter and you wanted to open
your own hotel, if you started working with me, instead of it taking 20 years
it would probably take two.'

She is the living, giggling proof that it works and that gives her work a
status and resonance that is obvious and infectious. Britten has come to
terms with the fact that she is never going to forget what happened to her
parents. Instead, she is using it as a force for good. She relives it almost
every day.

'It is,' she says, 'the foundation of who I am. It made me who I am, made
me face my fears, made me write this book. What I've discovered on my
path became the book, so this book wouldn't have happened if I hadn't had
that experience. I was in depression, alcoholism, had suicidal tendencies.
If that hadn't happened so dramatically when I was 14 it would have been
a nice mild case of depression. I would have been unhappy, dissatisfied,



like a lot of people, never forced to face myself. It would never force me to
come up with this. I was trying to live. It was this or die.

'I don't think this book or this work would be what it is without it. When I
read other self- help books, inspirational books, if I don't know that the
person lived it I might go, 'oh that's a nice theory', but I wouldn't follow it.
You hear somebody on a talk show and you can nail that they're just
talking about it, they've not lived it. But I lived it and I think that comforts
people. It gives me a credibility.'

Britten was hesitant about including her own story in talks and workshops,
apprehensive about revisiting such painful territory. 'I was afraid people
would look at me like they did after it happened. I felt a lot of shame,
embarrassment and humiliation, I lived with all that for years. I was afraid
that would happen again but it didn't. Instead it freed people. They thanked
me for it because it made their story OK.'

And it is inspirational. How can it not be? 'If I can do it,' says the woman
who once emptied the entire contents of the medicine cabinet down her
throat, 'I know that everybody can.'

When Rhonda Britten was married, she used to warn her husband not to
be mean to her because she could kill him and get off. It was a joke but it
illustrates what she now calls 'the badge of honor', a well-polished
accessory from the pre-fearless days. It's the thing that happened in the
past that is the uber-excuse for everything that goes wrong in the present.
My father shot my mother in front of me so I don't have to wash the dishes
ever again.

'It gives you all sorts of excuses. Something hurt you in the past and you
tell yourself you can't do it. It's hard to get over. It's your resistance to
change -- it's how much fear is living your life. That's why I greatly, greatly
admire older people who are willing to read this stuff and change. You've
lived and structured your entire life, you've raised your children in that
certain way. By changing you negate who you were. That takes great
courage. When they do it I am speechless.'

Britten clearly loves her fearless life and gets a huge charge from seeing
the method work for other people. She still does all the exercises in the
book and admits she doesn't get it right all the time.

'I'm human. That means I'm not going to be perfect. I'm not always going to
be fearless. But the times I'm not fearless last about a minute. Instead of



fear taking years out of my life, now if something jars me I go, 'oh, got it,
over', and it lasts five minutes. I don't have bad days, I have bad moments.
Maybe a bad half hour.

'Because I know how to work this stuff I know how to shift my thinking and
that is power because nobody has control over the way I act except me.
Even though someone is rude or mean or unjust to me, or betrays me, I'm
very clear that that person's only acting that way out of fear and if I can
have compassion for them, understand where they're coming from, for just
a second, I can see past that and not react in a negative way.

'The wheel of fear never goes away. It just comes around less and doesn't
last so long.' She starts demonstrating with an ashtray, a glass of water
and a straw. 'Pre-fearless living, you have your big wheel of fear and it's
unconscious and you take a risk, take a step and the wheel of fear comes
up and goes whoooo whoooo whooo.' The water swirls alarmingly.

'It tells you stop, who do you think you are, are you crazy and you go oh,
that must be a sign, telling me to stop that, I'd better not do that.

'Now, after fearless living, you take the step, wheel of fear comes up, and
you go, 'oh my God, my wheel of fear's up, this is so cool'. It only becomes
an affirmation of your growth. You know that every time you take a risk it's
going to come up. Instead of it stopping you, it's just letting you know
you're living.'


