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A Conversation with Nina Darnton

What was the inspiration for your book?

I have been fascinated with the question of 
surrogacy ever since the Baby M case when a 
surrogate mother refused to turn over the baby she 
bore and had contracted to deliver to the baby’s 
father and his wife. In that case, the surrogate 
was also the biological mother of the child and 
she felt unable to give her baby up. It was the 
infancy of surrogacy and people took extreme 
and passionately held positions on both sides. 
When the father and his wife sued for breach of 
contract, the surrogate fought back and ended with 
a visitation agreement that recognized the rights of 
both parties. It was a King Solomon–like situation, 
and the emotions, ethics, repercussions, and needs 
of all parties were fascinating to me. I always knew 
I would have to find a way to write about it and 
finally this story formulated in my mind.

Did you have any interesting experiences while you 
were researching your book, or getting it published?

I spoke to several women who had gone through 
the surrogacy experience. I used to worry that 
surrogacy was a kind of rent-a-womb arrangement 
that was basically rich people using the bodies 
of poorer ones, but I learned a lot about it and 
found that many surrogates want to perform this 
role for a variety of reasons. I became much more 
sympathetic to the women and men who were 
deeply saddened by their inability to conceive and 
for whom surrogacy was their last best chance. I 
tried to express this conflict in the book.



About the 
Author

Is there is a book or books that most influenced 
your life?

There are three books, all of which I read before 
my eighteenth birthday, that influenced my life. 
Each affected a specific part of my development 
and I am so grateful for all of them. Of course, as I 
grew older many other books were relevant in the 
development of my thinking, but these early ones 
started the process.

The first is Black Beauty, by Anna Sewell, which 
I read when I was about twelve years old. I had 
always loved animals—we had dogs and cats and 
birds as children—and, coming as I did from a 
gentle, loving home, I had never realized how cruel 
people can be to helpless animals. Black Beauty 
opened my eyes, moved me, upset me, and made 
me determined to do what I could to love and 
protect all animals whenever I could.

The next book that affected my life was The Good 
Earth, by Pearl Buck. It expanded my horizons 
from my Brooklyn neighborhood all the way to 
exotic China, left me with a lifelong interest in and 
fascination with other cultures, and was the first 
book that raised my consciousness about women’s 
suffering and unfair treatment. Of course at that 
age I thought that suffering was confined to China. 
It took a few more years (and a few more books) to 
realize how universal that abuse is.

Finally, when I was sixteen, I read Marjorie 
Morningstar by Herman Wouk. The story of a 
young middle-class Jewish girl like me, I identified 
with her in a visceral way. I too wanted to be an 
actress. I too dreamed of falling in love. Whereas 
the other books moved me because they were far 
from my own experience, this one reached me 
because it seemed to speak directly to me about my 
own life and dreams.



“Celebrating the Unplanned Life” 

A few years ago, my husband hosted a book party 
to celebrate the publication of my first novel, 
An African Affair. The book is a thriller based 
in Lagos, Nigeria, where I lived with my family 
nearly thirty years ago. In his toast, my husband 
pointed out that I accompanied him to Nigeria 
even though it meant giving up work on a graduate 
degree in developmental psychology—and this, 
after I had given up Yale Drama School where I 
hoped to train as an actress in order to move with 
him to New York City, when he started a job at the 
New York Times. He went on to list all the other 
career opportunities I gave up in order to marry 
him, raise our children, and follow him, a foreign 
correspondent, around the world.

It was a moving toast. But in listing all the things 
I had given up to be his wife, he forgot to mention 
all the things I gained. Now I am married and 
in love with the same man I fell in love with 
more than half a century ago at the University of 
Wisconsin. We have three wonderful children, all 
of whom came to celebrate my book. I have seen 
and experienced more of the world than I ever 
dreamed of.

But there’s more, and this is the part that I want 
to stress: everywhere we went, I found something 
interesting and exciting to do. I tried out different 
careers the way today I might try on a new dress. I 
found a developmental psychologist in Africa and 
did a cross-cultural study with him that ended in 
my getting the degree I thought I had abandoned. 
I acted in plays with the community theater in 
Nairobi. I started to write articles and ended by 

An Original Essay by the Author



Behind the 
Novel

being a journalist, writing about Nigeria, Poland, 
Spain, and then theater, movies and fashion in 
New York City. And finally, the experiences of thirty 
years ago in Nigeria—when I had no idea where 
my life would next take me—found their way into 
my first novel. Finally, in writing Risking It All, I 
took the subject of surrogacy that had interested 
and challenged me for years and by exploring it 
I came to understand it and to change my views 
about it. I suddenly was interested not just in 
the truth that facts provide, but in the heart of 
the truth which, in my opinion, is only reachable 
through fiction. 

I want to raise a toast to serendipity, to self-
invention and to the virtues and value of an 
unplanned life. I’m not claiming it’s the only route 
to a happy life—far from it—but it’s definitely 
another one and one that we are not always told 
about. There is so much emphasis on making 
plans, especially for upwardly mobile, middle-class 
children. We have to get good grades because next 
is job hunting or graduate school and then we start 
interviewing and then, well, then there’s the next 
forty years in whatever profession we’ve chosen. 
Often, it isn’t the profession that gives us the 
most satisfaction.

When I meet young people straight out of college, 
agonizing about what to do next, I try to tell 
them first to calm down. Then I ask what they 
enjoy doing and suggest they look for a job that 
follows their interests. It doesn’t have to lead to 
anything. It doesn’t have to be a “career path.” 
That will come. It is just important to take a step 
into life and to let the current pull you for a while. 



Sometimes it tosses you onto a shore you never 
even knew existed.

I have a niece who vowed since she was a small 
child that she would take care of her grandmother 
(my mother) when her grandmother got old. My 
mother was living in an assisted living facility in 
Arizona. My niece grew up there, but had moved 
to Massachusetts. The rules of the facility allowed 
people to stay there as long as they were largely 
self-sufficient or could be cared for by a spouse. 
After several small strokes, my mother didn’t meet 
those conditions and my father was unable to care 
for her on his own. My niece, who wasn’t sure 
what career she wanted to follow, decided to move 
back to Arizona and take care of her grandmother.

Everyone objected. What will you do? we asked. 
How will you support yourself? How will you find 
a career? But she insisted. She got a temporary job 
as a teacher in a local school, rented a house and 
invited both my parents to live with her. Along 
the way, she found she liked taking care of elderly 
people. When my parents died, she opened a 
care home for the aged, which became one of the 
most popular in town. It was so successful, she 
opened a larger one. She had found that this was 
more than a job, it was a calling. Now, back in 
Massachusetts, she is enrolling in a PhD program 
in gerontology. She found herself and her career 
not by searching for it, but by following her heart.

My trajectory too was unplanned. But by staying 
open to new experiences and opportunities, I 
built a life I never would have dreamed of had I 
followed my original path.



Keep on 
Reading

1.  Marcia has to work hard to convince Jeff to try 
surrogacy. What do you think of his objections, 
especially those that relate to his feeling that 
it’s somehow not “natural”? How do you 
feel about surrogacy? If you were unable to 
conceive a baby in any other way, would you 
consider finding a surrogate?

2.  How much did you know about alternate ways 
of becoming parents before you read this book? 
Did you learn anything new from your reading?  
Did it change your opinion of surrogacy?

3.  Marcia and Jeff are upper middle class 
professionals. Eve is a poor, high school dropout 
who is a single mother. Do you think it is 
exploitive to take advantage of her need for 
money by paying her to have their baby?

4.  Marcia’s relationship with Eve was contractual 
but it grew to be emotional as well. How much 
do you think she owes Eve and is it worth the 
price she has to pay?

5.  After the tragedy, Jeff and Marcia react in very 
different ways. Do you think men and women 
often handle family crises differently?

6.  The decision Marcia makes moving forward 
after the tragedy threatens her marriage and 
the welfare of her new baby. Why did she do it?  
Do you think she made the right choice? What 
would you do?

7.  How do you feel about Jeff’s desire to help 
Danny financially but not take him into his 
home? Given that Jeff said from the beginning 
that he didn’t want an ongoing relationship with 
another family, is his reaction reasonable?

Reading Group Questions



8.    Marcia is shocked that Jeff has an affair. 
Do you think that she is partly responsible 
for alienating him by not considering his 
feelings or point of view and fighting so hard 
for Danny’s? Do you think he should have 
remained faithful and tried harder to work 
things out, regardless of his feelings that she 
had chosen Danny over him?

9.   Is there anything that Marcia could have done 
differently to help Jeff accept Danny?

10.  At first, Marcia wants to adopt Danny because 
she feels guilty and responsible for him. 
Later, even though he is difficult and creates 
problems, she starts to love him. What do you 
think is the explanation for this?

11.  When Danny gets sick, Jeff goes to the hospital 
because he feels he has to. When he leaves, he 
has undergone a major change and so has his 
relationship with Danny. What happened?


