The Conditon, by Jennifer Haigh


By Peg Carpenter


What happens when a family member is diagnosed with a rare genetic 

“condition”? This interesting novel explores the impact of Turner’s Syndrome

on the McKotch family over a 21-year period. Paulette and Frank, in their mid-thirties, 

are in Truro when Frank notices that Gwen, 12, has not yet started puberty. Paulette

 vehemently denies that anything is wrong. She retains a romantic vision of 

her perfect children: Billy 14, “smart and handsome”;  Gwen 12, “a late bloomer”; and

 Scotty 9,  a “typical boy”.Within a year, Gwen is diagnosed with Turner’s Syndrome 

(her second Female X chromosome is partially deleted which prevents puberty from 

occurring). Frank and Paulette are divorced and the summer house is sold.

Twenty years later, the family gathers at Paulette’s for Christmas dinner.

 Paulette at 56 is still alone, regretting the fragility of family relationships. Gwen, 

a Curator at an Anthropological Museum, is planning a Caribbean scuba diving trip;

 Billy, a successful cardiologist in New York City, has come out as a gay partnered

man but keeps this relationship a secret from his parents. Scott is marginally employed, 

married with 2 children. Frank has reached out to the children over the years with

 little success.  Still single and feeling his masculinity fading, Frank learns that his career

at  MIT is threatened. He tries to see Billy and Gwen before Christmas, but Billy

 “cancels” and his visit with Gwen is strained.

The story comes full circle when Paulette rents the Truro house again. Frank 

arrives unexpectedly and is reconciled with Paulette.  Billy and his partner are welcomed 

into the family, Scott, now divorced, arrives with his daughter. But Gwen remains in the

Caribbean; she has married and started a successful dive shop business.The fragile family

 ties withstand 9/11 and everyone is re-connected by phone calls including Gwen who has

finally forgiven the family for their interference and disapproval. Apparently, love

 conquers all!

