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1  Cecily’s expression of her feelings, where otherwise not referenced, are derived from a study of 
her writings, journals and letters held in Cecily family file, personal communications with us, and her 
letters to Robert Parker in R. S. Parker papers, NLA, MS 8200.

Revisiting relationship 
difficulties

Finding a profession of her own and becoming a leader of others in 
the field of clinical psychology provided Cecily with the tools to make 
a difference to the lives of others in her own right. But what Cecily aimed 
to achieve for her clients she had not yet managed to achieve for herself.1 
Her search for answers as to what went wrong with her relationship with 
John continued in her correspondence with him throughout her marriage 
to Robert. On one occasion, John responded that she should ‘wake up 
to herself ’. She at first thought this ridiculous, but, on reflection, she 
conceded in a letter to him in October 1969 that it now made sense. 
She said that watching Meredith and Clare with their children, she thought 
that they were better mothers than she ever was, ‘in a quite essential way’. 
She attributed their problems to her bad mothering, stating that she was 
‘quite inadequate and really unfit to be a mother’. We felt sad reading this, 
as it seemed that her introspection and over-analysis must have disturbed 
her. She wrote:

In some ways something must have gone so wrong with my own 
early life that I grew up to repress my proper healthy feelings and 
to live by strange, almost inhuman standards, of detachment and 
objectivity, though being in my inner most nature far removed 
from such behaviour. My real feelings broke through of course, 
from time to time, but in a distorted and harmful way, and quite 
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unrecognizably. Although I had the best intentions in the world, 
I must have been unwittingly a cruel and wicked person in many 
ways to those close to me, and this includes you … It is only now 
that I have changed, slowly I suppose really, over the last few years, 
that I can see my past self more clearly.2

She went on to try and appease John by saying that he had borne too 
much of the burden and hoped her letter would relieve him a little of that.

On marrying Robert, Cecily had moved out of John’s shadow and had 
resisted falling into Robert’s, standing beside him rather than behind. 
She adapted to the role of wife while maintaining her sense of self and 
independence. However, she had a developing feeling her life with Robert 
had to be something more. She still suffered from feelings of not being 
understood by Robert and therefore not loved by him for who she was. 
Robert did not understand Cecily’s discontent, or even that she felt it. 
He was a kind and caring gentleman, but, like John, he found it hard 
to express his love or his feelings in ways that satisfied Cecily. Robert 
loved her, thought she was beautiful and constantly told her so. But 
Cecily thought Robert could do better in understanding her psyche, in 
understanding her. She did not stop questioning her relationship openly 
with Robert and looked to him to give something more than he could.

One of the things Cecily impressed on us as her daughters was that one 
cannot change people’s behaviours, only your own reaction to them. But, 
on reading her letters, it appears that she had difficulty applying this 
in her own relationships. She seemed to want Robert to act differently 
towards her, although she expected him to not try and change her. Part of 
Cecily’s attraction to Robert was the gentleness of her father that she saw 
in him. He was softly spoken and measured in thinking, as was Cecily’s 
father. With John, she experienced the unpredictability and selfishness 
of her mother. ‘I married my mother first,’ she told us when we, all 
three children, experienced marriage relationship difficulties, ‘and then 
I married my father.’ She believed that people generally married someone 
in whom they saw a parent, and if the relationship went wrong, moved on 
to a relationship with a person in the image of the other parent. She would 
smile and say, ‘I think people only get it right third time round when they 
marry someone who suits them.’ While Cecily never had the chance to 
test her theory, ironically, John later did and proved her right.

2  Cecily to John, letter 16 October 1969, written from Hove, UK, Cecily family file.



335

37. REVISITING RELATIONSHIP DIFFICULTIES

Cecily was finding that, like her father, Robert avoided conflict by shying 
away from robust discussion. If Cecily were unhappy about something, 
he would console her, rather than dig too deeply to find its cause. Unlike 
John, Robert would at least listen and smile when Cecily expressed 
a complex thought about people and their feelings, but he would never 
quite ‘get it’, Cecily would say. If Cecily had a complaint, he took it as 
a criticism and felt hurt, when she hoped he would listen and consider 
whether he might make adjustments to his responses or behaviour to 
satisfy her. The very sensitivity Robert displayed as part of the gentle 
person Cecily loved caused him to feel deep hurt when she told him how 
a behaviour of his affected her. It left him feeling that he had failed her 
in some way. Once she pleaded to him, ‘Put yourself in my shoes’, in 
an effort to have him understand how she felt after he had said or done 
something that upset her. He considered this, and replied, ‘But dear, 
no one can put themselves in other people’s shoes’.3 That helped her 
understand how people’s psyches differ. From Cecily’s point of view, he 
was a compassionate and emotional man, but did not venture down the 
empathetic track to help improve his understanding of her.

Cecily indulged in keeping Robert informed of her feelings, because she 
wanted him to understand her. In 1975, Cecily and Robert corresponded 
for almost the whole year while Robert was overseas, the main topic of 
which was about sexuality and relationships, and theirs in particular. Their 
relationship reached a precarious point. By mid-1975, it appeared that 
Robert and Cecily’s might not survive. Cecily felt unloved; Robert felt 
she lacked interest in making love to him – a vicious cycle couples often 
confront. In one of Robert’s letters to Cecily when he was away, he spoke 
openly about a female friend of his who, he told Cecily, understood him 
although she was not his lover. Cecily told Robert how strongly she felt 
about a male friend of hers, which Robert concluded was more so than 
he felt about his friend. ‘I didn’t know that that longing was continuing 
in you so strongly’, he sympathised in his letter by return. Nevertheless, 
Cecily felt hurt by Robert’s closeness to his female friend. She told him 
that she wanted to ‘sleep downstairs’ when he came home, because she did 
not want to suffer pain from someone she cares about.4 Robert responded 
in horror:

3  Cecily recalled this in a personal communication to the author.
4  R. S. Parker papers, NLA, MS 8200 Restricted, box 22, file 99, 27 May 1975.
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For me to stay in another unknown period of celibacy after the 
hell of this six months [period of it] would be cutting myself off 
from the only thing without which I find life really not worth 
living. It is the thing of which I’ve felt most bitterly deprived 
throughout my life.5

He said he already had ‘substantial slabs of celibacy’ while being with Cecily:

18 months or 2 years (was it?) when I yielded you up to John 
(there was no sexual life in my home then, nor had been for 3 years 
before I took up with you); six months on study leave in 1965 
before we married; periods of months (quite a few months) in the 
last few years when, on some occasions, we were trying for just the 
same adjustments as you are proposing now.6

The response was not what Cecily had expected. She was attracted to 
Robert sexually, as she had been to John; there was ‘chemistry’ between 
them. Sexual intimacy was important to her for a fulfilling relationship, 
but her expectation was that it should always be an expression of 
emotional love. Disappointment flowed when the reality of her husbands’ 
sexual needs dawned. John had been neglectful in failing to express his 
love during the physical act of lovemaking; Robert was simply frank about 
his needs.

Robert went on to express a deep dissatisfaction with the way in which 
his and Cecily’s relationship had developed. He explained that he did 
not want his female friend instead of Cecily; that was a ‘preposterous 
idea’, but that he would be more content with someone who had a better 
spontaneous rapport with him than Cecily had – ‘provided that there was 
also the deep attraction that you have for me’. But then, he didn’t think 
such bliss was attainable in a real world. He said:

And then I even moved to thinking that being alone might be 
preferable to staying with you if things went on as they have been 
doing – and that once alone, even something blissful might still 
happen one day – … I have been deeply torn, and teetering on the 
edge of giving us up as a hopeless job.7

5  R. S. Parker papers, NLA, MS 8200 Restricted, box 22, file 99, 1 June 1975.
6  R. S. Parker papers, NLA, MS 8200 Restricted, box 22, file 99, 1 June 1975.
7  R. S. Parker papers, NLA, MS 8200 Restricted, box 22, file 99, 7 June 1975.
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Perhaps Robert’s exasperation was a wake-up call for Cecily. For things 
got better between them. He told Cecily that he was mystified by her 
repetitive expressions of her feelings and what he perceived to be criticisms 
of him. Cecily wanted them to be direct with each other, but he found it 
difficult to express his feelings as she asked him to, only to find her telling 
him that she did not want him to feel hurt by her directness. He  told 
her that he was in a bind. He wrote: ‘Too many words this year. Too 
much hurt, emphasis on negatives – what about the positives?’8 They 
kept writing and a point came when Cecily told him that he seems ‘to be 
beginning to understand how I feel, and I am tremendously grateful for 
that’. It was a breakthrough from her point of view.9

There were still times when Cecily perplexed Robert. Sometime in 1977, in 
the course of one of their discussions, Cecily told Robert that all his feeling 
seemed to go into his piano playing. Even so, having observed that Robert 
expressed emotion through his music, playing it and listening to it, she 
thought he kept even those emotions under control and mentioned to him 
that he even bottled up feelings when he played the piano. Nevertheless, by 
then, Robert felt he was doing better in Cecily’s eyes, and noticed Cecily’s 
growing confidence. Robert told his son, Rod, in a letter that year about 
his and Cecily’s discussion on how each of them expressed their feelings. 
He said, ‘I guess it’s true that most of my life I haven’t had good access to 
my feelings, whatever they are …’.10 He confided about his not being whole 
without a woman close and yet that he had ‘not been at all successful at 
being close to the quite outstanding women who’ve consented to live with 
me – and this has been a problem with Cecily as much as with Nancy’. 
He also told Rod that, encouraged by Cecily, he had embarked on a process 
of introspection, and had tried to loosen up and open up.

It is clear that Cecily regarded a partner as necessary for wholeness – rather 
than wholeness being a prerequisite for a strong relationship. Despite all 
her self-analysis, Jungian learning, and the importance to her of family 
and friends, Cecily continued to see a satisfactory long-term relationship 
with a man as necessary for her personal fulfilment. A cultural shift in 
thinking might have assisted both Cecily and Robert, but, at the time, 
it is difficult to imagine that either of them would have believed it was 
possible to find happiness and fulfilment on their own.

8  R. S. Parker papers, NLA, MS 8200 Restricted, box 22, file 99, dated ‘31 June’ [sic] 1975.
9  R. S. Parker papers, NLA, MS 8200 Restricted, box 22, file 99.
10  R. S. Parker papers, NLA, MS 8200 Restricted, box 24, file 117, Family correspondence, Roderick 
Bolton, 10 September 1977.
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Cecily and Robert in later years.
Source: Family collection.

They worked on to achieve what appeared to be a successful marriage. 
By 1980, Cecily had started to expand her interests and share more with 
Robert. Robert, an accomplished pianist, practised daily on his grand 
piano and accompanied other musicians who attended their house. Cecily 
started daily piano practice of her own. She had piano lessons for a time 
as a child, but after years of lessons, she still felt hopeless and did not 
continue. Now, she was interested in having lessons again from Robert’s 
piano coach. Robert and Cecily were impressed with his teacher’s basic 
approach. She initiated beginners by mingling the fundamentals of scale, 
structure and harmony. This helped Cecily understand what music was 
about with a few elementary lessons and Cecily scheduled in a practice 
period every day on Robert’s piano. It gave them something more in 
common. Some 18 months later, Robert wrote to his sister with pride 
about Cecily’s achievement.

Cecily started to exercise regularly, too, daily skipping with a rope and 
swimming in a nearby public pool and, by 1982, she swam several 
mornings a week before breakfast. Between her professional counselling, 
she scheduled time for other hobbies that included her garden, ballroom 
dance classes at which she became proficient, and catching up with her 
reading in the fields of psychology and counselling. She always made time 
for us children and her grandchildren.
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However, Cecily never found complete satisfaction in her marriage 
relationships. When she was in her 80s, she confided to Meredith that ‘if 
I found the right man now, even now, I would leave Robert’. Would there 
ever have been ‘the right man’ for Cecily, we wondered, in circumstances 
where she did not, could not, see herself as ‘whole’ without one? The 
need for financial security might have played a part as it did with many 
other married women at the time. Intellectually, she maintained her view 
that a healthy relationship between two people could only be enduring if 
each were whole, and remained whole on marrying, rather than merging 
two into one. But then, Cecily never experienced such wholeness before 
entering into either of her marriages. She sought it on entering those 
marriages. Was she still searching for the idyllic happiness she perceived 
she had before she turned two?

Robert and Cecily stayed married; Leone and John ultimately did not. 
In 1978, John left UCL and, as he was nearing retirement, he and Leone 
moved to Kent. The Conflict Analysis Research Centre that John by this 
time had established at UCL in 1966 was transferred to the University of 
Kent at Canterbury. John headed the centre there but, in effect, handed 
his work over to Professor John Groom, who took up his baton.

John and Leone bought a smallholding at Biddenden and later moved to 
Oxley Farm in Smarden in Kent where they lived with their son Mark, 
then 10. John continued to work at the centre while he ran his farm. 
John’s ‘playing’ at being a farmer, according to Mark’s adult reminiscences, 
gave John a huge amount of pleasure, ‘never more so than when it 
involved “old Fergie” tractors’. Leone designed the farmhouse and John 
developed the garden, determined by the ‘turning circle of the tractor and 
the gang-mower’. 

Leone seized the chance of John being in semi-retirement to concentrate 
on her career. She was by then a highly regarded Professor of Mathematics 
and the main breadwinner. She was dependent on John only to keep 
the home fires burning and care for young Mark after school while she 
commuted to London for work. John seemed to be uncomfortable with 
the role reversal, although he enjoyed having time with Mark, time to 
make home-brewed beer and to prepare meals, his specialty being roast leg 
of lamb and baked vegetables. He also had time to think, read and write. 
His mind was occupied with a developing vision of a problem-solving 
framework and system that could be applied generically to resolution of 
conflict. He looked for opportunities to get back into academia.
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John and Mark, Kent, UK, 1969.
Source: Family collection.

John with his home brew, Kent, 
UK, 1969.
Source: Family collection.

Leone and Mark, Kent, UK, 1969.
Source: Family collection.
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Tensions started to appear in their household. Meredith visited them when 
she was in the UK in the late 1970s and spent a weekend counselling each 
of them at their request. She was uncomfortable in the role and feared 
that it might strain her relationship with John. She felt that her efforts 
had been futile.

At the same time, Cecily and John’s ‘love–hate’ relationship lay unresolved. 
In August 1980, John surprised Cecily by writing: ‘I would love to live out 
the remainder of my life with you. This may be more romance than reality 
– but comradery would not be platonic.’11 Cecily knew by then, however, 
that while she still loved John, she could never live with him.

It became apparent that, by 1980, when Cecily and Robert were resolving 
their relationship difficulties because they wanted to remain a couple, 
John and Leone’s marriage was fast failing. John wrote to Cecily and talked 
about his and Leone’s unhappiness. He saw the problem as being with 
Leone not him, again blaming his partner for his relationship failures. 
He told Cecily, ‘Leone is a sick girl: her diabetes is far from under control 
and in addition she has security or inadequacy problems’.12 John wrote 
to Robert too, but it was less personal. He invited Robert to comment 
on a book he published the previous year, Deviance, Terrorism and War: 
The Process of Solving Unsolved Social and Political Problems.13 Robert set 
it for his ‘bed time reading’ along with other books that had been written 
by his ‘friends’.14

In November 1980, ahead of a planned trip to Australia, Leone sent a letter 
to Meredith about her continuing unhappiness with John: his negative 
attitudes and unwillingness to take her needs and feelings into account. 
These were a repeat of some of Cecily’s complaints about living with John. 
Leone was feistier than Cecily, and John and Leone argued loudly and 
often. In the course of John and Leone’s deteriorating relationship, we 
observed that Mark suffered from parental discord and tension in the 
house, just as I had as a teen living with Cecily and John.

11  Written between 6 and 29 August 1980, Cecily family file.
12  Letter 16 June 1980, Cecily family file.
13  John Burton, Deviance, Terrorism & War: The Process of Solving Unsolved Social and Political 
Problems (Canberra: Australian National University Press, 1979).
14  R. S. Parker Papers, NLA, MS 8200, box 46, file 189. Robert reviewed it nevertheless, and replied 
at length 9 July 1980.
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John’s past visits to Australia had been rare, and he chose mostly not to 
venture to Canberra, the place of memories of unhappy professional 
and personal relationships. After his father Jack died at age 95 in Sydney in 
May 1970, he had even less reason to visit Australia. However, in December 
1980, John, Leone and Mark made a Christmas visit to Canberra. The 
family, including Cecily and Robert and some of Robert’s family, gathered 
to exchange presents on Christmas Eve. We all spent Christmas Day at the 
home of John’s nephew and his wife, Ian and Susie Hendry. They ran the 
Affleck winery across the border to the north of Canberra and provided 
us with an ice-breaking reunion, although probably a little uncomfortable 
for Leone.

Leone and John’s breakup was drawn out and painful. Unlike Robert and 
Cecily, who were unlikely to part unless one or other of them had another 
soul mate to go to, John and Leone separated without either of them 
having another potential lifetime mate on the horizon. Both found solace 
in their careers. John moved to the USA in 1983 as a visiting scholar at 
the University of South Carolina. Across the Atlantic Ocean the divorce 
proceedings were a nightmare. Lawyers exchanged letters and drained 
monies from both parties’ accounts as a War of the Roses saga developed. 
I had the horror of thinking that if I did not reconnect in some meaningful 
way with my father at this time, I might find myself at his funeral one 
day in the USA. When my father told me he was flying from the USA 
to London to see his lawyers, I decided to join him in London and try to 
help him and Leone see sense and resolve their differences in the interests 
of young Mark.

It did the trick. During the week that John and I spent together in the 
UK, he and Leone agreed on a final division of their property and assets. 
Each complained that I was biased in favour of the other. The deal was 
struck late at night at their old farm home in Kent where Leone was 
living with Mark, now in his teens. It was strange having a brother a 
few months younger than my youngest daughter. We went out to dinner 
as a family and, as we drove home, Mark and I held hands in the back 
of the car while the two ‘adults’ continued to exchange barbed remarks. 
We arrived home close to midnight, and I oversaw both John and Leone 
place their signatures on the agreement we had reached over dinner. Then, 
John and I got into his car to travel back to London. ‘You did a good job,’ 
I said. ‘You acted like it really hurt when Leone demanded a last piece of 
furniture from you, because none of this is really about money for her, 
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it’s all about emotions and love lost.’ ‘What do you mean, I acted like it 
hurt? I have been stripped of everything,’ John protested. ‘Well,’ I said, 
‘it’s a good settlement if no one feels like they won.’

Before I left London, John owned up to having met another woman, 
Betty, of whom he was very fond. I taunted him: ‘I am not travelling 
to America to sort you out when that breaks up.’ He told me this was 
different and that it was ‘a mature relationship’. I remember my loving 
daughterly response: ‘I am sure that the only thing mature about it is 
Betty.’ I was probably right. Betty was the best person ever for John, and 
they made each other very happy.
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