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Danielle Steel, in her work of fiction, Mixed Blessings, has effectively used plot, setting, and theme as she weaves a powerful tale of three couples who face decisions about having children that will test, in unexpected ways, the ties that bind them as lovers, partners, and friends. Steel has used these elements to emphasize that there are people who have such a great need and love for children. In Mixed Blessings, she represents women radically and optimistically as shown by Diana Goode, Barbie Mason, and Pilar Graham, unlike the negative representation of womanhood in the movie version of her other novel, The Ring, where Kassandra feels that taking her own life would save her children and her husband from the shame of her unfaithfulness.

First, there is a major plot structure in Mixed Blessings, the plot of complications. Right from the beginning, Steel portrays the female characters in terms of their dreams, careers, and their curiosity about having a family. For instance, Diana is the middle child amongst three sisters; her goal is to classically strive to be better, smarter, and more successful. She feels that she has to achieve something more than her sisters have done. Gayle, Diana’s older sister has a dream of attending medical school, but she happily succumbs to marriage temptation. In fact, in Steel’s own words Gayle’s situation is described as:
Her oldest sister, Gayle, had been set on going to medical school until she met her    husband in her first year of premed, married him that June, and instantly got pregnant. . . . Gayle never looked back at a career in medicine once. She was happily married, and satisfied to stay home with her girls and keep busy with them and her husband.  She was the perfect doctor’s wife, intelligent, informed, and completely understanding about his hours as an obstetrician. (6)
As the plot progresses, Diana has her own complications from the Intrauterine Device (IUD) she has been using for the past eighteen years. The IUD delayed her from having a child immediately after her marriage.

Another aspect of plot that Steel has used in this novel is the reversal of fortune, where Diana, the young elegant looking woman, who knows where she is going and what she wants out of life, ends up being frustrated about inability to have a child. She has a place in the working world, a handsome man by her side, and a man she adores and admires. Hence, she thinks that she will get pregnant on her honeymoon as her other sisters have done. Steel, in her own words, expresses Diana’s wish:
It was odd to think, too, that a year from now she might have her own child.

The idea gave her a small thrill in the pit of her stomach. Making love to

Andy was always so extraordinary, but it was even more exciting to think 

that one of these days it might bear fruit, and they would have a baby.(8)
 The extract above also foreshadows the possibility that Diana may or may not get pregnant on her honeymoon. Steel’s choice of word in this extract is plausible; the reiteration of the word “might” opens up the minds of the readers to see the possibilities of Diana having or not having a child.  This fact that almost results in another plot complication, divorce, gives the story a happy ending as Diana is able to get pregnant after adopting a baby.
Another element of fiction that Steel has used effectively in Mixed Blessings is the setting of the stories. She uses a contemporary setting to lure both young and adult readers to some significant and emotive scenes in the book, for instance, the meeting of Charlie Winwood and Beth at the Palms Park near Westwood Village on Valentine’s Day. The setting is romantic and it has an element of realism in it. Charlie’s wife Barbie has just left him and he gets a chance to meet another woman that he could possibly have a relationship with, despite the fact that he is sterile. The contemporary setting is evident at the beginning, where Steel introduces three unrelated, dissimilar couples on their wedding day. Charlie and Barbie’s wedding is the merger of a showgirl and a serene solid fellow who wants a house full of children to compensate his lonely life as an orphan. Bradford Coleman’s and Pillar’s relationship is a union of a lawyer and a judge who have lived together for thirteen years without the desire for children. Suddenly, Pillar wants a child when she learns that Brad’s daughter is pregnant. The movie version of Steel’s Mixed Blessings exposes the emotion on her face when Brad’s daughter tells them that she is pregnant. Andy and Diana are the perfect beautiful young couple, successful in their professions and also eager for children, but are not able to reproduce. Steel uses parks, beaches, and weddings to symbolize happiness, joy, and love that these couples share, which is typical of our society today. She also uses sterility, artificial insemination, and IUD that are associated to hospitals to expose the technological advancements in child bearing and birth control, and some of their disastrous side effects – very topical issues in today’s society.
In addition to plot and setting, Steel uncovers the controlling ideas in Mixed Blessings when she introduces the elegant wedding that each of these couples has. This theme further focuses on how the women are striving to have a family, the obstacles they have encountered, and how close they are to their families.  For example, Steel displays Diana’s emotion when she is leaving her father for the wedding:
“You are ready for it. You know what you’re doing, and he’s a good man.

You won’t go wrong, sweetheart. And we’re always here for you…and for Andy.

I hope you both know that.” “ I do.” Her eyes filled with tears as she looked away.

She suddenly felt so emotional to be leaving him, and this house. . . . (9)
Furthermore, Steel’s tone depicts women as having the upper hand in a family, and being more focused and organized than the men as she explains:
Diana’s mother rounded the children up shortly after they arrived,

and she’d hired a girl to help keep them in order while their mother’s

dressed . . . . Their mother usually thought of everything, planned for all

contingencies, and was so organized as to make everyone groan. (7)
 Also, another controlling idea is the issue of child bearing, where Steel exposes the pain of not being able to have children, and how much the women are willing to go through to have  babies. In addition, in  Mixed Blessings, women are represented as powerful, stable, and focused, because they all knew what they wanted in life, and they were in control of their destiny, but surprisingly, most of them value having their babies through natural processes. Unlike in one of my favorite plays by William Shakespeare, The Tragedy of Macbeth, where Shakespeare draws a line between a man born by a woman and a man not born by a woman, he presents a man not born of a woman to be powerful, strong and impervious. In his words through the witches:
Be bloody, bold and resolute; laugh to scorn 
The power of man, for none of woman born

Shall harm Macbeth. (Mac. 4.1.85-87)
 The above extract degrades womanhood, because Macduff  boasts of his power over King Macbeth’s reliance on the witches’ prediction before he kills Macbeth as follows: 
                                                                  Despair thy charm,

                        And let the angel whom thou still hast served

                        Tell thee, Macduff was from his mother’s womb

                        Untimely ripp’d. (Mac. 5.8.16-19)

This gives the impression that Macduff’s strength lies on his unusual birth, while Steel, on the other hand, promotes supremacy of natural birth over all the artificial modern medical advancements.

 Steel also portrays Barbie as a radical feminist, another important aspect of the theme. This is evident at the scene where Barbie tells Charlie that she does not want any kids, which contradicts Charlie’s values and dreams of having a house full of children. As a radical feminist, Barbie goes ahead to commit abortion after failing to pass on another man’s baby as Charlie’s, not knowing that Charlie has just gone through a heart-rending epiphany, after receiving the test result that he is sterile.  Steel also uses epiphany to enhance her theme in the scene where Diana’s fertility specialist reveals to her that she can not have babies. In the movie version of the story, Diana reacts by saying, “At least there is something you can do, it is not fair.” In fact, she uses epiphany creatively to reveal disappointments, extreme happiness and joy, for instance, when Diana and Pillar both realize that their pregnancy tests turn out to be positive without any artificial means, it becomes a turning point for good in their lives.   

Finally, Steel has effectively used plot, setting, and theme to portray the good and the  bad sides of relationships, and the dangers of contraceptives resulting from technological advancements in contemporary society. After these trials and tribulations of child bearing, Steel, reveals nature’s supremacy over science, especially at the scene where Pillar tells Brad that she is not using anymore scientific methods, and that “if it happens, it happens,” and she is proved right. Through the lives of these couples, Steel demonstrates the symbolic title, the mixed blessings, couples face in modern society, hoping that her readers might learn some lessons from her characters.  In deed, she touches us with the triumphant people who prevail, their victories, their defeats, their tragedies and joys, their compromises, and their normal lives – just like ours.  
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