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Paintbrush Badman 

 
 
Jeff Baker, sagebrush sign painter, had 
always believed that it was plumb 
unhealthy to horn in on other people’s 
business. But when he saw red murder 
committed right before his eyes, easy-
going Jeff put down his paintbrush to do 
a little six-gun smearing. 
 

ARLY morning Arizona sunlight 
scorched the roof of the wagon 
shed just off the main street of 

Prado. It made the interior so warm that 

Jeff Baker laid aside his paintbrush and 
pulled off his sweaty shirt. He turned back 
to a Concord coach in the shed, its body 
glistening with a new coat of red paint. It 
was then that he heard the angry lift of 
voices, coming from the stage office 
across the alley. 

Baker’s sun-blackened forehead 
pinched in a scowl. Ever since he had 
rolled into Prado the day before, he had 
felt something sinister in the air. Now 
those angry voices seemed to bear out his 
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feelings. 
One thing Jeff Baker avoided and that 

was trouble. When he had started out from 
Kansas City, so many months before, the 
manager of the Doc Cole Tonic Company 
had said: “Put our signs on all the barns 
and fences you can. But stay out of 
trouble.”  

Baker looked at the Concord coach, 
trying not to hear those men in the stage 
office across the alley. 

“Finish the lettering and the wheels 
and I’ll be through,” he said aloud, his 
eyes running over the coach. In his travels, 
he picked up odd painting jobs aside from 
his work with the Doc Cole Tonic people. 
Clay Ives, head of the branch stage line 
that ran out of Prado into the hills, had 
given him the job of painting the Concord. 

Specks of red paint showed on the 
backs of Baker’s hands and there was a 
spot on the end of his long nose. He 
moved toward the far end of the shed and 
stepped through a doorway into the alley. 

His covered wagon was there, painted 
yellow and red. It bore signs on both sides 
and on the endgate: Doc Cole’s Tonic. 
Inside the wagon was an assortment of 
paint and brushes, a bedroll and cook 
outfit. Baker’s two horses, Joey and 
Maude, were getting their fill of grain at 
the livery stable. 

 
AKER climbed into the wagon, 
wondering at the sudden silence in 

the stage office across the alley. The 
building was at the far edge of town and, 
due to the early hour, Baker could see no 
one on the main street. He fished around 
the odds and ends in the wagon and found 
a small can of black paint and a lettering 
brush. He pried up the lid on the paint can 
and was about to step out when the side 
door of the stage office banged open.  

There was a slit in one side of the 
canvas wagon top and through this, Baker 

could see Dan Johnson. He was Prado’s 
town marshal and he was standing in the 
alley door of the stage office. He was a 
tall, well-built man in his early forties. 
Baker had seen him the day before, had 
noted the man’s tense movements and the 
stern set of his features. He had seemed 
like a man who was waiting for trouble to 
break loose. 

Now Johnson was looking back inside 
the stage office. He said angrily, “I’m 
sending for a U. S. Marshal! Bert Houser, 
you and your boss are through!”  

Johnson started to walk out the door 
and Baker heard a muffled roar inside the 
stage office. He saw Johnson stagger, saw 
him fall, the tense look slipping from his 
face. Now Johnson lay on the ground. A 
shudder ran through his body and he lay 
still. 

Baker held his breath until his chest 
ached and his heartbeat seemed loud as the 
gunshot. He saw two hands appear out of 
the shadowy doorway and grab Johnson 
by the ankles and pull him inside. The 
door slammed shut. 

Baker looked up the alley. The white-
aproned cook from the A-l Cafe came to 
the alley mouth and looked down. He was 
wiping his hands on a greasy towel and 
staring. A cowpuncher came up then, 
chewing on the breakfast he had been 
eating. 

They couldn’t see Baker, for he was in 
the wagon, shadowed by the canvas top. 
The cook shrugged and said, “Guess it 
wasn’t nothin’. Some drunk cowhand on 
his way back to the ranch. Shootin’ at a 
fence post more’n likely.”  

The two men went on down the street. 
Cold sweat dripped down Baker’s 
forehead and into his blue eyes. Then he 
heard the stage office door open again. 
Through the slit in the canvas, Baker saw 
Bert Houser in the doorway. The big, cold-
eyed man glanced at Baker’s wagon, then 
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went down the alley away from the main 
street. 

Sudden anger rushed through Baker’s 
body at the brutal killing. He had 
witnessed plenty of gun trouble since he 
had pulled out of Kansas City with his 
load of paint and the best wishes of the 
Doc Cole Tonic Company. But he had 
never seen cold-blooded murder before. 

Baker felt something sticky around his 
feet and swore when he saw that he had 
knocked over the can of black paint. There 
was a smear of inky fluid that seeped into 
the floor cracks and dripped on the 
ground. He hopped out of the wagon and 
managed to scoop up some of the paint 
from the floor boards. He went back inside 
the shed and closed the door. 

He got to work, trying to get his mind 
off the killing. Baker had already chalked 
in the lettering on the coach doors. Prado 
Stage Lines, the signs would read. He 
dipped his lettering brush in the can of 
black paint, but his hand shook and he 
ruined the sign. He wiped off the lettering 
with a rag he kept stuffed in his waistband. 

 
HERE were two doors to the shed. 
The rear door creaked open and 

Baker’s eyes narrowed. He heard a man’s 
boots scuffing over the dirt floor. Baker 
turned and tried to keep his face from 
showing the mingled anger and fear that 
was like an icy wave in his brain. Bert 
Houser was coming toward him. Houser 
was tall, with a square jaw and eyes that 
were as off-color as the dirt on the hard-
packed shed floor. 

Houser leaned against a post, staring 
intently at Baker. His right hand rested on 
the butt of a heavy gun. Baker got a grip 
on his nerves. 

“Don’t kick up any dust or I’ll have to 
paint this coach again. It’ll cost your boss 
more money.”  

He turned back to his lettering, every 
nerve in his body cold as chilled steel 
wires. Houser didn’t answer for a minute 
and no expression showed on his hard 
face. . 

Then he said, “I saw black paint 
drippin’ out the bottom of your wagon a 
while ago. Mebby you kicked over the can 
when you got excited at what you saw.”  

Baker didn’t trust his voice in an 
answer. He turned back to the coach door 
and tried to letter again, but his hand still 
shook. He laid down the brush, took a 
deep breath to try and get a grip on his 
nerves. 

Picking up a sharpened stick, Baker 
stirred paint. He thought of the gun he had 
in a canvas bag in the wagon. A nester had 
traded him that gun for a coat of paint on 
his storehouse. Baker had never fired the 
weapon, didn’t even know whether it 
would shoot or not. But he wished he had 
it now, for standing before him was the 
man who had killed the town marshal.  

Out of the corner of his eye, Baker saw 
Houser make a motion and looked up to 
see a gun in his hand. Baker stared at that 
round, cold muzzle and thought of how 
Dan Johnson had died. He held his breath, 
half expecting to feel the sudden jar of a 
bullet slamming into his body. 

Houser said softly, “If I was you, I’d 
make it a point to be out of Prado by 
sundown.” 

Then he holstered the gun and left the 
shed. Baker stood up, leaving his stick in 
the paint can. In a few minutes the rattle of 
a heavy wagon sounded in the alley beside 
the shed. He heard the stage office door 
swing open. When the wagon started up 
again, Baker went to the alley door, 
opened it a crack. He saw Bert Houser on 
the high wagon seat. In the wagon bed 
were some feed sacks and a tarp-wrapped 
object. 
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Baker stepped back, his eyes cold. He 
knew that Houser was taking the body of 
Dan Johnson off into the hills. Baker put 
on his shirt and went up the street. He 
needed coffee to settle his nerves before he 
could finish the coach and get out of town. 
For that’s what he intended to do—get out 
of town. This killing was none of his 
affair. 

 
HE morning sunlight laid down its 
heat on Prado as Baker walked up the 

street. In front of the mercantile, he saw a 
tall woman talking to a group of people. A 
little girl clutched the woman’s work-
reddened hand. 

Baker stopped to adjust the lace on his 
flat-heeled boot. He remembered that the 
woman was Dan Johnson’s wife. He 
recalled how he had seen Johnson and his 
wife in the mercantile, buying some yard 
goods the night before. And he 
remembered how Johnson had bought a 
stick of peppermint candy for his little girl, 
who had been waiting for them in the 
buckboard at the hitchrail. 

Now the little Johnson girl had a 
frightened look on her face, as if she 
sensed tragedy, but could not understand 
it. 

The woman was talking in a tight, 
strained voice. “I know something’s 
happened. That shot this morning. Dan 
didn’t come home all night.” She 
straightened and her voice broke. “Dan 
was just getting the ranch to where it 
would pay.”  

She began to cry. There were two 
women there on the boardwalk and they 
tried to comfort her. Three grimfaced men 
stood there by the marshal’s wife. 

One of them said, “It’s Bert Houser or 
Ives. Houser’s too good with a gun. Dan 
was the only one who had a chance with 
him.”  

Mrs. Johnson cried again. “I never 
wanted Dan to take this job. But we 
needed the money and—”  

As Baker moved past them he heard 
one of the women say, “Dan’s all right. 
He’ll turn up.” But there was a hopeless 
note in her voice. 

Baker went into the A-1 Cafe and sat 
down at a stool. The town was beginning 
to wake up and the long counter was half 
filled. Baker drank his coffee, but he 
couldn’t down the hotcakes. His throat 
was dry and he couldn’t swallow. He sat 
there, trying to argue with himself that this 
whole affair was none of his business. 
Then he threw a coin on the counter and 
stalked outside. 

He left the cafe and headed back 
toward the wagon shed. He saw that Mrs. 
Johnson and the little girl were gone. He 
tried to make himself believe that it didn’t 
matter. Somebody would prove that 
Houser killed the marshal. The law would 
do the rest. 

Baker felt better now. After all, he was 
a painter, not a gunman. 

Then that new feeling left him as he 
saw Clay Ives standing in the doorway of 
his stage office. He beckoned to Baker. 
Ives stood there in the doorway, morning 
sunlight washing over his short, compact 
figure. Baker noted his dead face, the cold 
cigar in his lips and the narrow black eyes. 

Inside the office, Ives sat down at a 
desk and motioned Baker to a chair. “I just 
took a look at the coach. You’ve done a 
good job.” He looked up, those cold eyes 
on Baker. “Hope you stick to just—
painting.”  

Baker tensed in the chair, but his voice 
was steady. “I’ll be through in a couple of 
hours. Then I’m heading west.”  

He saw Ives smile and nod, and 
somehow those words brought a bad taste 
to Baker’s lips. He was running out. 
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Ives said, “You’re a smart man.” He 
laid some gold pieces on the desk top and 
shoved them toward Baker. “Here’s the 
dinero for painting the coach.”  

Baker put the coins in his pocket, his 
eyes narrowing when he saw Ives toss a 
small canvas bag at him. Baker caught the 
bag and could feel the bulge of coins. He 
found Ives staring at him out of his cold 
eyes. 

“That’s a little something extra—for 
minding your own business.”  

Baker tried to answer, but could think 
of nothing to say. He stuffed the bag into 
his pocket and stood up. Then the back 
door opened and Bert Houser came in. He 
leaned against the wall, staring at Baker, a 
thin smile on his lips. He didn’t need to 
say anything, the implication was plain. 
Baker knew if he didn’t keep his mouth 
shut he would die. 

 
UTSIDE in the bright sunshine, 
Baker took a deep breath, as if to get 

the smell of Ives and Houser out of his 
system. The school bell began to clang and 
he saw kids, with books under their arms, 
heading toward the west end of town. 

He saw the Johnson girl coming up the 
walk with some of the other kids. There 
was some indelible fear showing in her 
eyes that Baker did not fail to detect. She 
wore pigtails down her back and there 
were bright ribbons in her hair. Fingering 
the sack of gold Ives had given him, Baker 
watched her pass. 

And suddenly it was all very clear to 
him. The thing he had been fighting came 
to the surface. Once again he saw his own 
mother and remembered her choking sobs 
when they had brought home the body of 
his father. Tom Baker had not been a town 
marshal; just a storekeeper, but he had 
died with a gunman’s bullet through his 
heart when he put up a fight for the money 
the man was trying to steal. Tom Baker 

had died just as Dan Johnson had died 
here in Prado. 

Cold anger was having its way with 
Baker as he remembered his mother and 
the struggle she had after the death of her 
husband. He thought of Mrs. Johnson and 
the little girl. There were lonely years 
ahead for them. 

He remembered Dan Johnson and how 
he had died. And he remembered a widow. 
And he saw a little girl with bright ribbons 
in her hair. Baker made a sudden decision. 
He quickened his pace, caught up with the 
Johnson girl, and beckoned her to one 
side. 

She came toward him, wide-eyed, her 
little head tilted to one side. Baker put the 
bag of gold into her hand. 

“Take this to your mother,” he said 
gently. 

The girl’s eyes suddenly brimmed with 
tears. “I don’t want anything but my 
daddy—”  

She started to throw away the sack. 
Baker laid a hand on her shoulder. “You 
don’t want to see your mother cry any 
more. Take this to her—now.”  

Baker left the girl and walked rapidly 
back toward the wagon shed. He climbed 
into his wagon. In a canvas bag, he found 
the gun the nester had traded him for a 
painting job. He saw the gun was loaded 
and stuck the weapon in his waistband. 

Then he went into the shed and very 
carefully thought the whole thing out. He 
stood there by the newly painted coach, 
putting each detail firmly in his mind. He 
knew what he had to do, and he knew how 
he would do it. 

He went back to painting and just 
finished one rear wheel when the shed 
door opened. The three grim-faced men he 
had seen with Mrs. Johnson came in. 

They were plain, hard-working men in 
their sweat-stained clothes. But now there 
was bright anger in their eyes. Baker stood 

O 



Western Aces 
 

6

there, the paintbrush at his side, dripping a 
stream of yellow paint onto the dirt floor.  

The tallest of the trio was a grizzled 
rancher, whom Baker learned was 
Claybourne. The other two were 
storekeepers. Claybourne held out a 
canvas bag, his gray eyes boring into 
Baker’s face. 

“You gave this to the Johnson girl. She 
came running to her mother, sayin’ a man 
with paint on his face had given it to her. I 
remembered seein’ you around town this 
mornin’. You know somethin’ about Dan 
Johnson.”  

Jeff Baker smiled grimly, nodded at 
the money sack. “I figured that would 
fetch you.” He paused, then spoke again, 
his voice barely above a whisper. “I 
wanted to do something for a little girl and 
her widowed mother—”  

The three men stiffened. They had left 
the alley door open and flies buzzed in the 
hot still air inside the wagon shed. 

Claybourne stood there, looking at 
Baker, a queer light in his eyes. “You 
know that Johnson’s dead. We’ve had men 
searching the hills, but they haven’t found 
him.”  

Baker nodded, his lips a tight line 
across his face. “A U. S. Marshal would be 
a handy thing to have around.” 

 
LAYBOURNE seemed to understand. 
“Johnson told his wife that Ives and 

Houser been runnin’ whisky and guns to 
the Apaches at the San Carlos Reservation. 
Them redskins found pay dirt somewhere 
in the hills and have been payin’ off Ives 
and Houser in gold dust. Johnson went out 
last night to get the goods on that pair of 
renegades. Ain’t nobody seen him since.”  

Baker said, “That sounds like about 
it.”  

The three men left. At the door, 
Claybourne turned, his gray eyes resting 
on Baker’s paint-splashed figure. 

“There’ll be a trial. You goin’ to hang 
around Prado for a while?”  

Baker nodded and the men left, 
walking up the alley. He took the gun out 
of his waistband, opened the coach door 
and laid the weapon on the floor boards. 
He put his paint rag beside the gun, then 
went back to working on the coach wheels 
again. 

Every nerve in his body was tense and 
his ears were ready to catch any foreign 
sound. Half an hour later, the ally door of 
the shed swung open and a man came in. 
Baker looked up and saw Clay Ives staring 
at him. Baker got to his feet, his dripping 
paintbrush loose in his hand. Ives halted 
about five feet from the coach, hands on 
hips. 

He said, “I heard that Claybourne sent 
a man for the sheriff. A U. S. Marshal 
might be comin’ too.”  

Baker went on painting that coach 
wheel. He slopped on the paint so that it 
dripped on the ground. He heard the back 
door open. From the corner of his eyes, he 
saw the killer lean against the post where 
he had been earlier in the morning. Houser 
chewed on a piece of straw, his off-color 
eyes fixed on Baker. 

He said pointedly, “If you ain’t 
around, nobody can prove I killed 
Johnson.” A thin smite touched his lips. 
“We’re takin’ you out of town. If you 
holler, I’ll blow you in two.”  

Ives spoke up then. “Get your team 
hitched, stranger. Houser will be with you 
every minute, so don’t try anything.”  

Baker smiled grimly. “When you get 
out of town, you’ll plant a bullet in my 
hide.” 

He let the paintbrush slip down into 
the can until the handle was almost 
covered. Houser laughed and that laugh 
only sharpened the image of Dan 
Johnson’s widow and her little girl in 
Baker’s mind. 
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Baker straightened, the dripping 
paintbrush in his left hand. He leaned 
forward, suddenly whirled. He had figured 
that Houser was the more dangerous of the 
pair. The paintbrush whipped up and a thin 
stream of yellow paint whipped across the 
face of Bert Houser. The man screamed, 
went back on his heels, clawing at his 
eyes. 

Then Baker whipped around, saw that 
Clay Ives was digging for a gun. Baker 
flung the paintbrush at Ives. The man 
ducked, but one corner of the brush flicked 
a smear of yellow paint across his face. 
Ives fired and the coach rattled as the slug 
bit into the wood. 

Then Baker picked up his gun from the 
floorboards of the coach. He leaped back. 
Houser had wiped his eyes, so that he 
could see. There was a murderous snarl of 
rage on his lips as he pulled his gun. He 
fired at the weaving, dodging Baker. His 
slug missed. 

Baker tugged on the trigger of his own 
gun, felt his heart go cold when nothing 
happened. He cursed the nester who had 
traded him that gun for a paint job. 

Ives was yelling at Houser, telling him 
to get out of the line of fire. Then Baker 
felt his gun jerk in his hands as he pulled 
the trigger again. He saw Houser go up on 
his toes, that cold hard look dropping from 
his face like a mask. Houser made a wild 
grab at thin air and fell to the ground. He 
shuddered once, just as Johnson, the 
marshal had done, but a few scant hours 
before. 

Desperation was having its way with 
Ives. His shots were wild. Then the shed 
door burst open and a gun roared from the 
doorway. Claybourne stood there, a 
smoking gun in his hand. Clay Ives was 
yelling and cursing, holding a bullet-
shattered arm. 

Some of the men, who had come up, 
grabbed Ives and hustled him off down the 
street. Claybourne looked at the body of 
Bert Houser. That was when Baker told 
him how Houser had killed Dan Johnson, 
the marshal. 

When he had finished, Claybourne 
said, “I’m glad you killed Houser, 
stranger.” Then his face clouded. “But it 
don’t bring back Dan Johnson.”  

Baker nodded. “You’re right. But I 
was thinkin’. Mebby Ives could sorta be 
persuaded to sell his stage line and give 
the money to Mrs. Johnson. You could call 
it damages for having a hand in the murder 
of Dan Johnson. Anyhow, Ives won’t need 
money where he’s going.”  

Claybourne grinned and went out with 
his men. An hour later Jeff Baker had 
hitched up Joey and Maude to his wagon 
and was rumbling slowly out the west end 
of town. He thought of all the barns and 
fences that would bear the legend: Doc 
Cole’s Tonic. And he thought of the 
manager of the Doc Cole Company and 
what he had said about minding your own 
business. 

Baker clucked at Joey and Maude and 
grinned. “Minding other folks’ business is 
more exciting than minding your own,” he 
said aloud. “But it ain’t always healthy.” 

 


