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BOTTLE 
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Dingdong Bell
Had a Reputation for

Tellin’ the Truth, Even
When He Was on the Owlhoot

R an hour there had been a thin mist of 
in. Night fell, the rain thickened. The cow 

orse turned into a long unused road of its 
lition and was not checked. Ten minutes 

eathered frame building, crossroads hotel 
e stop in bygone gold-rush days, rose 

 the blackness a few rods off to the left. 
owboy reined in that direction, reined to a 
er a shed that flanked the old building, 
out of his saddle and tied to one of the 

posts. A mere whisper of a whinny had 
ed the fact that another horse was tied there 
rkness. 
e newcomer moved cautiously, with his 

e six-shooter ready in his hand. The rotting 
ps were wet and did not creak. In the 

musty, dungeon-dark lobby his nostrils caught a 
pungent odor; familiar, somehow, that odor was, 
yet he could not place it. 

“Turpentine?” he wondered. 
Without sound he put his back to a wall, and 

stood there waiting, listening in vain. Time passed, 
he never knew how much. Young enough to be 
impatient, he spoke: 

“Me, I’m a range rider, name of Bell. Mind 
introducin’ yourself likewise, pardner?” 

“Well, I’m a cross-eyed mink,” came with low, 
hard laughter from a point within three yards of 
him, “if it ain’t Dingdong Bell! I knowed your 
voice, you see. What you doin’ here, Dingdong?” 

The nickname had followed Bell from early 
boyhood, and he didn’t mind it. He said, “Shelter; 
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rainin’ outside. I know your voice too, Shack. 
What’s here that’d make us a light?” 

“Anybody with you, Dingdong?” 
“Not a soul, Shack. What about a light?” 
Shackleford Odom said, “I never knowed you to 

lie when you was with us on the owlhoot, and you 
better not be lyin’ to me now. 

“Happen to be able to tell me where old Sheriff 
Tom Aberdeen and his deputies are, Dingdong?” 

The slim young cowboy answered promptly, 
“Aberdeen is on the flat of his back with a bullet in 
him. His deputies and a posse rode south from town 
couple hours ago. Why?” 

Odom swore. “Aberdeen shot? Who done it?” 
This question, also, Bell answered promptly. 
“Not a man in town recognized the jigger who 

drilled old Tom. He had a mask on, and there 
wasn’t anything about his clothes or his hoss to 
mark him. He stuck up the saloon there in front o’ 
the vet’inary’s office, cleaned the cash register, 
then shot the bartender, the vet, and the sheriff, in 
his getaway. Only the vet was killed outright. 
Bartender wasn’t much hurt, but Tom Aberdeen 
may die.” 

Again Shack Odom swore. “Old Tom was a 
nice man, and I sure hope they ketch the polecat 
who shot him.” 

“Me too,” said Dingdong Bell, voice strong and 
hard. “The truth is, Shack, I’m on the killer’s trail 
now. He rode south outa town, but I figured it was 
a trick, and so I rode west, towards the hills. You 
seen any strangers, Shack?” 

“Not nary one,” said Odom. He cleared his 
throat. “I stopped here just before dark—seen it 
was goin’ to rain harder—and I noticed a candle 
stub stuck to a old table there at your right. I’ve not 
got a match. Have you?” 

 
ELL had matches. He wiped one into flame 
with his left hand, saw the dusty table and the 

short length of tallowdip, soon had made a yellow 
light and was leathering his six-shooter. 

Shack Odom was near forty, thickset and dark, 
with a stubble of dark beard on his heavy face. In a 
halfbreed holster under his right hip he carried a 
big, staghorn-handled Colt. 

The two men found a keg and a box to serve as 
chairs, and seated themselves across the dusty table 
from each other. Odom began: 

“If we had us a deck o’ cards—” and broke off 
sniffing. “Say, Dingdong, what the devil have you 

been drinkin’, anyhow?” 
“I got a whiff o’ that same smell, few minutes 

ago,” Bell said. “It’s a heap stronger, with you 
closer. What the devil have yon been drinkin’, 
Shack?” 

Odom laughed a short, unpleasant laugh. “As I 
was sayin’, if we had some cards—” 

“Gamblin’ is one o’ the things I’ve cut out,” 
interrupted Dingdong Bell. “Told you I was leavin’ 
the owlhoot to straighten up, didn’t I? Sheriff Tom 
Aberdeen persuaded me to. He saw that I had a fair 
trial, and helped me to come clear, then got a good 
range job for me. Best friend I’ve ever had, and 
that’s why I hit the trail o’ the sidewinder who shot 
him.” 

His gray eyes had become cold, hard, and 
narrow. Shack Odom’s words were brittle: 

“Sorta turncoat, yeah.” 
“Wrong,” the cowboy said. “I throwed the 

damned coat away and put on a new one. Aberdeen 
woulda done the same for you, Shack. You’ll 
remember I tried to get you to surrender and stand 
trial with me, and you wouldn’t. Also I tried to get 
other owlhoot riders to go with me and clean up 
their slates. But they wouldn’t, either. They—” 

Odom cut in sharply, “We had too much against 
us, cowboy. You hadn’t been with us more’n a 
month or so, and at that had only joined up just for 
the pure hell of it.” 

His dark eyes held a wicked glow in the pale 
light of the tallowdip stub. His right hand was not 
in sight. Bell guessed that it wasn’t far from the 
butt of his six-shooter. Bell’s gun hand also was 
ready. He did not fear Odom. He knew that at 
gunwork he was faster even than the big outlaw. 

Shack Odom, too, knew it. “Look, Dingdong,” 
Odom said. “You’re plumb locoed. You ride cow 
range for forty a month, out day or night for a 
measly forty a month, in any weather. Me, I’ve 
picked up as much as five thousand cold bucks in 
one hour! It’s only a case o’ fast thinkin’ and fast 
shootin’, and you can do both. You and me would 
make a pair that’d beat a straight flush, cain’t you 
see?” 

“Oh, yeah, I see, all right,” Bell said. “One 
hour? You can stop a bullet in less’n a split second, 
if the hangman’s rope will let you alone long 
enough. Shack, where was you at four in the 
afternoon?” 

 

B 



 VENGEANCE IN A BOTTLE 3 

NE of his cold eyes had narrowed to a slit. 
Odom bristled in spite of himself, and it did 

not escape the cowboy’s notice. Odom said, “What 
you want to know that for? Don’t think it was me 
done that devilment in town, do you?” 

“It’d be like you. I’m watchin’ your right arm, 
Shack. When it moves, mine will, and I’ll beat you 
to it. But your arm won’t move if you didn’t do that 
shootin’.” 

The outlaw laughed. Clearly, it was forced. 
Trouble was, Bell knew, the killer had been so well 
masked that nobody could have recognized him; 
pinning the crime on him would be difficult, if not 
impossible. 

“I’m listenin’ to hear you talk some, Shack,” 
Bell said. 

“Aw, hell,” the other growled, “I never done 
that. Why, I liked old Tom Aberdeen! Well, the 
rain has slacked off some, and I reckon I’ll be 
ridin’. Better go with me, cowboy.” 

The rain had not slacked. Odom rose gripping 
the staghorn handles of his big six-shooter. 
Dingdong Bell ducked off his keg to the left, 
snaked out his weapon and shot at the outlaw’s 
right shoulder—his intention was to disable the 
man, not kill him—but he missed. 

“Drop it!” he barked. 
Odom too fired, and missed. Bell sprang up in 

the boiling powdersmoke, very close to his 
adversary, and swung hard with the barrel of his 
Colt. Odom’s gun blazed again even as he wilted 
under the smashing blow to his temple. 

When he came to, he was tied belly down across 
his saddle, and his horse was being led through the 
rain and the night, toward town. 

“Dingdong—” he called thickly, 
remembering—“this ain’t no way—to treat a 
friend!” 

“A friend?” came back through the darkness and 
the wetness, from the slender figure on the horse 

just ahead. “You ain’t my friend, Shack. But Tom 
Aberdeen is.” 

“But you got no proof, nobody has got any 
proof,” insisted Shackleford Odom. “Anyhow, I 
never done that!” 

“I’m afflicted with a big hunch that we’ll find 
the proof in town, Shack,” Bell said. “You see, it’s 
come to me what that strong smell was, back there 
in the old house. It’s not somethin’ you’d been 
drinkin’, like I thought, but somethin’ that’s all 
over your clothes. Some perfume, if you ask me!” 

He laughed an odd little laugh and rode on 
through the night and the rain. 

A few lights still showed along the rocky main 
street. One of them was in the sheriff’s office. The 
cowboy stopped both horses in front of the squat 
building. Tom Aberdeen’s chief deputy came 
hurrying out in response to a call from the 
bedraggled, soaked Dingdong Bell. 

“How’s old Tom?” 
“Better, and will make it,” the deputy answered. 

“Did I hafta come out here in the wet just to tell 
you that?” 

“I think I’ve got the vet’inary’s killer on that 
hoss there,” said Bell. “Shack Odom, it is. Step 
closer to him and see how you like that perfume 
he’s got on him. After I’d reco’nized what it was, it 
tied right up with the vet—” 

“Sure it does, Dingdong,” the sniffing deputy 
rapped. “You see, the killer ran through the 
vet’inarian’s office makin’ his getaway, and the vet 
tried to stop him and got shot for his pains. The 
hoss doctor was game, though. Dyin’, he grabbed 
the first thing he saw and throwed it, and it hit the 
doorframe over the bad hombre’s head—” 

The deputy had spoken so fast that he was out 
of breath. 

Dingdong Bell supplied: 
“Yeah, it busted and spilled on the killer—a big 

bottle o’ hoss liniment!” 
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