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MMuurr ddeerr ,,  HHee  WWrr oott ee  
In July, IAMTW presented its first Grandmaster 
Award, the Faust, to Donald Bain, author of the 
Murder, She Wrote  series of original mystery novels 
based on the classic television show of that name with 
Angela Lansbury. In addition to the 29 books in the 
seriesñall still in print with four more 
under contract ñBain is also the author 
or ghost author of another 60 -plus  
books bringing his total to close to the 
century mark. Tied -In  asked his wife, 
Renée Paley-Bain, who collaborates 
with him on the Murder, She Wrote  
books, to give us a glimpse into the 
background of this prolific author.  
 

By Renée Paley -Bain  
 One of Donald Bainõs favorite 

mottoes-to-live -by is: òIf I had more 

time, I would have written less.ó It may 

be a little late for that. The author/  

ghost author of almost 100 books, who 

began his writing career making up 

wild tales for menõs adventure 

magazines, is st ill filling his days 

writing for projects with tight 

deadlines. His output, which has 

included such genres as Westerns, 

Romance, Thrillers, Comedy, Mystery, Biography, and 

Business, has kept Don busy as a òwriter for hireó for 

more than forty years, a care er filled with ups and 

downs, adventures and frustrations and, maybe the 

best part, satisfaction. Don chronicled this different 

kind of òdesk jobó in an autobiography (see side bar) 

and continues to add to his colorful experiences each 

year.  

 As most of you do, Iõm sure, Don starts and ends 

his day at his trusty computer. And perhaps also like 

many of you, he didnõt start out as a writer. 

 òI sold childrenõs shoes for a living, and then 

escaped to selling typewri ters door -to-door,ó Don says. 

òI have a lot of respect for salesmen. Sales is a 

creative art, and not one I possess. But when you have 

to pay the rent and put food on the table, you do what 

you have to do.ó 

 While still in the employ of Underwood -Olivetti,  

Don began selling stories to the macho publications of 

the 1960s put out by Magazine Management, among 

them SAGA and Manõs World. 

 òA bunch of us would sit together in the reception 

room, waiting for a chance to pitch articles to the 

editor,ó he says. òI used to hang out with guys like 

Bruce Jay Friedman, Kurt Vonnegut, and Mario Puzo, 

who I remember was planning to write a Mafia nove l.ó  

 Donõs imaginative contributions were rewarded 

and he made it into print with such forgotten 

masterpieces as those titled Weekend Sailors: 

Joyriding Killers  and Massage Parlor Prostitutes and 

The Lady Eichmanns: Why Have They Gone 

Unpunished?   

 Magazi ne success led to his first book assignment 

ghosting for the original ghostwriter of The Racing 

Flag , a history of stockcar racing bylined by the then -

president of NASCAR. The thousand -dollar flat fee 

(no royalties) was not enough to retire on, so Don kept  

his day jobs, moving from ad agency McCann -

Erickson (ògood jobó) to IBM (òbad moveó) to American 

Airlines (òwhew!ó).  
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 The job in Americanõs PR department combined 

two of Donõs loves, aviation and writing, and led to an 

evening at Toots Shorõs, New York Cityõs once-famous 

watering hole, in the company of two Eastern Airlines 

stewardesses who regaled him with funny stories 

about flying. That fortuitous meeting resulted in the 

book Coffee, Tea or Me? 

 òI wrote a proposal and sample chapter for Ed 

Brown at Pocketbooks. He kept asking for additional 

chapters and I would write them right away and send 

them in. I gave the book a working 

title from an old airline joke. A 

stewardess goes to the cockpit and 

asks the captain ôCoffee, tea or me?õ 

He replies: ôWhateverõs easier to 

make.õ Chicka-boom!ó  

 The proposal languished at 

Pocketbooks òunder considerationó 

until Donõs agent introduced him to 

editor Sam Post, whoõd been hired 

by McFadden Bartell Publications 

to head up a new hardcover 

imprint, Bartholomew House . Sam 

liked the concept, and after another 

interminable delay, and several 

more drafts, the deal was made. 

Bartholomew House hired the two 

Eastern stewardesses and they fronted for the book, 

using the pseudonyms Don had made up, Rachel 

Jones and Trudy Bake r. They split the money fifty -

fifty, fifty percent to the women, fifty to Don. Rachel 

and Trudy went off to tour the country promoting the 

book, and Don stayed home, burying his nerves by 

taking a new job writing and directing industrial 

films. But he didn õt have to worry. 

 òThose were the days when flying was fun,ó Don 

remembers. òThe book seemed to hit a nerve in the 

country and it just took off. It was a New York Times  

best-seller for five consecutive weeks, and was 

published in a dozen foreign editions.  I was giddy with 

relief.ó 

 Sales of Coffee, Tea or Me?, its four sequels and 

nine spin -offs topped five -million worldwide. It was 

made into a television movie -of-the-week and its title 

showed up on coffee cups, baseball caps, aprons, tee-

shirts, and other  items (sadly before the days of 

licensing), becoming a cultural meme on the order of 

òWhereõs the Beef?ó More important, it allowed Don to 

quit his job and become a òreal writer.ó 

 Since those ethereal heights, Donald Bain has 

consistently earned his livi ng writing, gaining a slot 

on the Best -Seller List many more times but, as with 

Coffee, Tea or Me?, never under his own name.  

 He wrote the òautobiographyó of Veronica Lake, 

Veronica , collaborating with the Hollywood legend, 

rescuing her on several occasions, becoming a close 

friend, even paying for her funeral. But thatõs another 

story.  

 He wrote A Member of the Family , his own Mafia 

novel, under the byline Nick Vasile.  

 And he sti ll writes a best -selling mystery series 

(more than  twenty  books long) for a famous name that 

contractual obligations keep him from revealing.  

 Donõs real name has appeared on the covers of 

maybe a dozen of his books, among them Long John 

Nebel, the biograp hy of a late -night radio talk -show 

king; the still -controversial and cult -classic The 

Control of Candy Jones , a non-fiction account of a 

human guinea pig in the CIAõs Cold War 

mind -control experiments; and Donõs personal 

favorite, War in Illinois , later re published as 

Charlie and the Shawneetown Dame , a 

dramatized history of Prohibition gangsters.  

 òIõve been very lucky to be able to make a 

living as a writer. Not many do. I saw a piece 

in the Authorõs Guild newsletter that said less 

than ten percent of th eir members are able to 

support themselves with their writing. Thatõs 

a tough statistic.ó 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Don accepting his award in San  Diego.  

When I introduce him as the author 

of the Murder, She Wrote  novels, I 
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