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Divorcing Mom
A Memoir of Psychoanalysis

Melissa Knox
with a foreword by Jeffrey Moussaieff Masson

Psychoanalysis was her family’s religion—instead of wafers and wine, there 
were Seconals, Nembutals, and gin. Baptized into the faith at fourteen, Melissa 
Knox endured her analyst’s praise of her childlike, victimized mother—who 
leaned too close, ate off Melissa’s plate, and thought “pedophile” meant “silly 
person.” Gaslighted with the notions that she’d seduced her father, failed to 
masturbate, and betrayed her mother, Melissa shouldered the blame. Her 
story of a family pulled into and torn apart by psychoanalysis exposes the 
abuse inherent in its authoritarianism as Melissa learns, with a startling sense 
of humor and admirable chagrin, that divorcing Mom is sometimes the least 
crazy thing to do.

A long form of chapter 20, “A Whale of a Gift,” 
has been nominated for a 2019 Pushcart Prize.

Reviews
An emotionally articulate, honest, thoughtful, and beautifully written memoir, 
Divorcing Mom is a testimony of resilience. Melissa’s brave voice shines as a 
bright reminder that our circumstances do not define who we are or dictate 
the trajectory of our lives. Her fraught relationship with her mother helps her 
find what we all need in some way—the courage to discover our own unique 
paths in life. Her ability to illuminate this is a true gift to her readers. —Ruth 
Wariner, New York Times best-selling author of The Sound of Gravel

A superb reminder that the authoritarianism in power, any power, is built into 
its DNA. Divorcing Mom is a cry in the upside-down, gaslighted, other-reality 
wilderness we somehow survive that screams, “Trust your heart; it will lead the 
way.” —Charles Monroe-Kane, author of Lithium Jesus: A Memoir 

Divorcing Mom is a story of horrifying and at times hilarious family dysfunction. 
Knox writes with the voice and vision that she was taught to discredit and 
ignore from an early age, and her book is a remarkable achievement, exploring 
family secrets and addressing disturbing issues of power differentials—between 
parent and child, doctor and patient, and men and women.  Her intelligence, 
insight, and refreshing sense of humor are cause for celebration. —Helen 
Fremont, author of After Long Silence

5 Great Valley Paekway, Suite 322
Malvern, PA 19355 • (610) 251-6874

Melissa Knox, PhD, a New York City native, teaches American literature and culture at the 
University of Duisburg-Essen in Germany. She endured more than twenty years of psychoanalysis, 
wrote a psychoanalytic biography of Oscar Wilde titled Oscar Wilde: A Long and Lovely Suicide 
(Yale University Press, 1996), and has authored numerous personal essays about disturbed family 
life, often in relation to psychoanalysis.


