
 The Fiction & Fact Collection : 
 

                                    THE GHOST OF GYPSY  

                                             by Evelyn B. Hughes     
                                                                                            

           
 
The news went around the village very quickly that Louise Matthews had 
bought old Jim Brown’s cottage, and how strange that a young women should 
want to live alone there.  Actually I didn’t find it at all strange, and I wasn’t 
going to be there alone as Jenny and Sheba, my two Irish Setters, were very 
lively company indeed. 
 
Briar Cottage was the somewhat over-romantic name that the old flint cottage 
boasted. But as I was to learn later it was always known as “Old Jim Brown’s 
Cottage” – so my friends found out to their cost.  There was an outhouse to 
the cottage as well as four rooms and all these were in a sorry state.  The roof 
was in need of retiling and the interior had to be rewired before I was able to 
move in.  But, in spite of everything, I was really pleased as the cottage fitted 
my basic requirements:- 
 
1.  It was situated in peaceful and beautiful countryside where I would be able 
to write undisturbed. 
2.  The garden was large so there was ample room for the dog’s kennel and a 
spacious run for them.                      1. 



After three months of hard work, and with much help from friends, I finally 
moved into Briar Cottage one sunny June morning two years ago.  All my 
furniture, books and various oddments had been safely installed the night 
before moving day, so I was free to wander around, hanging paintings and 
arranging ornaments on the day itself. 
 
Quite soon my cottage was fairly presentable, so I decided to continue the 
work on my latest book before turning my attentions to the wild and overgrown 
garden.  The dogs were happy and settled in their new run, so I was content 
to leave them there during my working hours. 
 
It was two week after I moved in that trouble began, I remember quite well 
that it was a clear morning, with all the promise of a hot day, so I took my 
typewriter outside to put in a few hours working before lunch.  Before long 
distressing cries from the dog-run interrupted me, so naturally I rose and went 
to see what was the cause of my dogs’ cries.  To my astonishment Jenny, 
who only a year old at the time, was cowering inside the kennel howling 
pitifully.  Sheba too was upset – crouching outside the kennel – but her 
hackles were up and she was staring through the wire netting tail between her 
legs and quietened down.  Sheba gave me an apologetic lick, then slowly her 
tail began to wag.  This alarming behaviour of my two dogs greatly disturbed 
me and, after much puzzling. I came to the conclusion that they must have 
had their first encounter with a snake. 
 
Everything went smoothly for the next few days – my book coming on nicely, 
the dogs had settled down very well and I had made a few friends in the 
village.  The next unpleasant experience happed to me – it had been a very 
hot all day, so I opened all the windows in the cottage before going to bed and 
also left my bedroom door open.  I awoke with a start in the early hours of the 
morning, having suddenly become aware of warm breath on my face.  My first 
thoughts were that an intruder had climbed in the window and that I ought to 
put a light on.  Quickly, I leapt out of bed and ran to the light switch.  At the 
same instant the alarm clock fell off my bedside table for no apparent reason 
and I was very conscious that someone or something was in the room 
watching me.  The net curtains blew gently open as I stood by the light switch 
shaking and trying to pull myself together.  After this scare, I decided to bring 
the dogs in from their kennel as I was too frightened to sleep in the cottage 
alone.  The familiar sound of the milk bottles, clinking together on the 
doorstep next morning was so normal and commonplace that I would have 
been tempted to dismiss the night’s happenings as an unpleasant dream, had 
it not been for the presence of Jenny and Sheba in my bedroom.  
 
I didn’t do much work that morning and after lunch packed the dogs into the 
car and drove over to visit my parents who only live twenty miles away.  Both 
were alarmed at my tale and suggested that I should have a telephone 
installed in case of further intrusions and that I should bring the dogs inside at 
night.  My Father then proceeded to phone the C.P.O. who finally agreed I 
was a special case and could have a telephone installed at Briar Cottage  
before the week was out.  Feeling a lot happier I went home and passed an 
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uneventful night with one dog lying underneath my bedroom window sill and 
the other stretched out beside the door. 
 
The following day was extremely hot and I soon gave up any ideas of working 
instead I pottered around the garden in a tee-shirt, old denim shorts and flip-
flops.  To my delight I noticed some raspberries growing in a previously 
unexplored part of the garden and was just leaning over to pick some when I 
almost fell over backwards.  Something had brushed past my legs and it was 
not my imagination, because the hairs on my legs were standing on end.  I 
think my reaction then was one of amazement for I could see both my dogs 
lying in the shade of a withered apple tree and no cat could have remained 
undiscovered for long with those two dogs loose in the garden!  Could it have 
been a rabbit then?  This theory I soon dismissed as being highly improbable 
and decided to try to forget the whole affair if I could, although it was most 
strange. 
 
It was when my newly installed telephone rang for the first time, causing a 
vase to fall off the hall table and break that I really became worried.  I knew 
then that there was something in the cottage that had obviously been 
frightened when the telephone rang.  Still puzzled over what the something 
could possibly be, I collected my purse and walked down to the village post 
office to buy some stamps.  I must have been looking rather worried, for the 
lady who se3rved me asked whether something was wrong.  The temptation 
to tell all was too great and I poured out my tale of all the odd happenings at 
Briar Cottage.  A crowd of people had gathered behind me by now and the 
silence was finally broken by one of them who asked me to walk home with 
her as she had something to tell me which she thought might solve the 
mystery.  Of course, I agreed to go with her as by now I was very anxious for 
everything to settle down.  I felt that I could not get on with my writing while I 
was in such an uneasy state of mind.  On the way to her small white-washed 
house my companion introduced herself as Jessie Connelly.  She was 
friendly, well dressed and I judged for her age to be around thirty – not much 
older than myself.  Once inside the house she told me a very sad story. 
 
About twenty years ago she had climbed into what was then Jim Brown’s 
garden to pinch apples.  This became a regular occurrence after she’d 
discovered a young Irish Setter chained to a makeshift kennel.  Surprisingly 
she hadn’t barked at this young apple thief and this encouraged young Jessie 
to go forward and stroke the dog.  Gradually she had realised that the animal 
was half starved and was never taken out of the garden for a walk and even 
that no one else in the village knew of Jim Brown’s dog.  Once, she’d seen 
him beat the dog and had run forward, trying to stop him.  He’d threatened her 
with the police and all sorts of things for trespassing if she didn’t keep quite 
about the dog.  Jessie, being young and at an impressionable age, hadn’t 
dared to speak of this cruelty to her parents, but instead sneaked regular 
offering of table scraps and the occasional bone to Gipsy (as she had 
privately named the dog).  When she spotted Jim Brown going off to the pub 
she would run to his garden and let Gipsy off her chain to play.  Then, that  
Christmas, Jessie’s Mother was taken into hospital and so Jessie was sent to  
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her grandparents for two weeks.  When she came back Gipsy was dead.  She 
had probably caught pneumonia in her cold damp kennel, but Jim Brown had 
left her lying there still chained up for several days, before he removed her 
body.  Jessie told me that she’d cried so much after this that her parents had 
to be informed and they were really angry not to be notified earlier. 
 
“Perhaps we could have saved Gipsy then,” Jessie said “However, I think you 
are now being haunted by Gipsy’s ghost, but don’t be frightened any more.  
She was a very gentle dog in spite of the cruel treatment she had from Jim 
Brown.  Your two happy dogs have probably woken her spirit and she’ll want 
to make up on all that she missed when she was alive.” 
 
At this point Jessie stopped and looked at me, as if she was afraid that I might 
think her stupid for suggesting that the ghost of an ill-treated Irish Setter was 
haunting my cottage.  I couldn’t speak though, because there was a terrific 
lump in my throat and the tears were welling up in my eyes.  Jessie went to 
make a cup of tea and gradually a feeling of anger against the now dead Jim 
Brown overcame me.  When Jessie returned I declared that I was no longer 
afraid and I would try to let Gipsy rest in peace if there was any way I could.  
She suggested that I should talk to her and generally treat her as one of my 
own dogs.  This seemed a good idea and I planned along those lines on my 
way home. 
 
After ten that evening I made my first overture towards Gipsy.  When I called 
my own dogs for a walk I called her too.  She did come with us that evening 
although she wouldn’t venture near me.  The grass parted gently when she 
ran in pursuit of the other two Setters and I heard the leaves rustling in the 
woods as she tried to keep up with her new companions.  Jenny and Sheba 
had been nervous at first until I convinced them that it was perfectly normal to 
bring a ghost dog on our walk!  After that Gipsy was one of them, joining in 
their games and mock fights. 
 
A few days passed before I could persuade Gipsy to come right up to me.  I 
had sat down in the garden, stretched out my hand and called her softly.  
Soon I felt warm breath on my hand and then all the way up my arm to my 
ear.  It tickled my ear and I laughed gently.  The warm breath then went 
around my neck and down the other arm – I was being inspected.  After this 
initial nervousness, Gipsy was my constant shadow. I spoke to her as much 
as possible and was able to tell that this pleased her.  Newspapers would be 
‘fanned’ off the table as she wagged her tail. 
 
There are many happy advantages of having a ghost dog, they cost nothing to 
feed, they are very clean and do not leave a set of muddy footprints on the 
floor after walks in the rain.  They will sleep anywhere, although I must 
confess that Gipsy tended to favour my bed and in spite of the apparent 
“nothingness” she was a considerable weight on my feet. 
However, Gipsy had disadvantages too:  I could not check her in any way 
other than speaking crossly.  She wouldn’t heed NO DOG rules, often with 
catastrophic results.  Once she followed me to the village shop when I wanted  
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to do a quick shopping.  The village store has a NO DOGS ALLOWED notice 
prominently displayed, although I suspect this is to protect the over fed black 
cat which passes its daylight hours asleep on the shop counter, rather than for 
reasons of hygiene.  This particular day I made sure Gipsy stayed outside and 
went in to await my turn in the queue.  The service was slow and leisurely so 
that by the time it was my turn a number of people had gathered behind me.  
As the shopkeeper turned to me the cat suddenly shot awake!  His fur went 
on end and spitting furiously in my direction, it streaked along the counter and 
onto some shelves.  Tins fell, jars broke, bags of flour split open – in fact the 
shop looked as though a typhoon hit it!  People looked at me in amazement – 
obviously they’d never before seen anyone who had such a horrific effect on 
cats.  I knew that it was Gipsy, of course, so collecting my bag I muttered a 
hurried ‘goodbye’ and escaped from the shop, trying hard to restrain my 
laughter.  It was a long time before I dared shop there again.  
 
My first real problem with Gipsy occurred when I had to take a business trip to 
America.  Jenny and Sheba I had arranged to leave in kennels, but I couldn’t 
think what to do with Gipsy.  She obviously couldn’t go to the kennels with the 
other Setters – that was out of the question.  I couldn’t take her with me either.  
It was Jessie who finally came up with a solution – offering to ‘housekeep’ at 
the cottage for me and look after Gipsy, Jenny and Sheba at the same time.  
Gipsy remembered Jessie from earlier years and was always pleased to see 
her. 
 
Time passed and Jenny, Sheba and I all grew to love Gipsy very much 
indeed.  My writing progressed nicely and I became engaged to my publisher 
Philip was soon accepted by Gipsy and fell for her charms too!  We planned 
to knock down Briar Cottage and build a house in its place.  The three dogs 
and I stayed with Jessie while the building went on and she was one of our 
first visitors after we moved into our new house.  The garden was an awful 
mess so we decided to knock down the rubbish heap and build a patio in its 
place.  It was a horrible shock to find a rusty chain attached to a dog’s 
skeleton amid the rubble by the rubbish heap.  It was the remains of Gipsy.  
Philip decided that she deserved a better burial place than this.  Later that day 
we buried her near the dog run, and I cried for her then as I had never before, 
when we lowered those pathetic bones into the shallow grave beneath the 
lilac tree. 
 
We were happy to have given Gipsy a peaceful resting place at last, but then, 
silently and mysteriously as she had come Gipsy went.  A bit of my heart went 
with her. People wonder at the simple inscription above Gipsy’s grave - “Gipsy 
1954-59 and 1974-76” and that is one of the reasons why I have written down 
her story. Last week Philip brought me home an Irish Setter puppy whom I 
have named Gipsy.  I will make sure that she has a happier life than her 
namesake. 
                                      ************************** 
IS GIPSY’S STORY FICTION?   READ JENNY’S STORY – Ed. 
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                                     JENNY by Evelyn B. Hughes 

 
When I was seven year old, I met my first Irish Setter and was terrified!  My 
parents had taken me to visit my Great Aunt who was working as a 
Housekeeper.  Her employers travelled a lot so my Great Aunt had sole 
responsibility for looking after their two Irish Setter bitches.  I had barely gone 
through the front door before I was pined against the wall by an enormous red 
dog.  It seemed to be towering above me and I froze waiting for the attack. I 
was licked enthusiastically instead!  My previous experience of dogs had been 
with my Grandmother’s terriers so I was not used to large dogs at all.  
However, I was soon persuaded that “Tina” and her younger companion were 
friendly and from then on I was smitten.  My parents have a cine file of me 
being pulled across a big open field by two energetic Setters! 
 
And so it was that when, at the age of eighteen, I bought my first dog, it was 
an Irish Setter named her Jenny.  Jenny was one of the Setters mentioned in 
my story “Gipsy” Sheba, her companion, was also a real Setter and belonged 
to a family friend – Chris. Roberts.  Gipsy is only a figment of my imagination.  
Sadly both Jenny and Sheba died last year (1987) Sheba in September and 
Jenny in November, both aged thirteen years and three months. 
 
More than a few tears have been shed for Jenny and not only by me.  She 
was a very friendly and affectionate bitch, a real extrovert.  Most of my family 
and friends were very fond of her and she loved them too.  Visitors were 
always given a great welcome and I’m sure that she sincerely believed that 
they had all come to see her, indeed she didn’t comprehend how anyone 
could not like her and any rebuff was a real shock.  Her smile was a source of 
delight to her many human friends although people who didn’t know her 
sometimes thought that her toothy Setter grin was a snarl!  Jenny, however, 
never showed any signs of aggression towards humans and was especially 
fond of children.  My nephew, Ted, adored her from an early age.  We have a 
delightful series of photographs of Ted in Jenny’s bed, grooming her, Jenny 
was very patient with him and when she’d had enough she didn’t snap or 
growl, but simply took herself away to another part of the house.  In later 
years, when Ted was five and Jenny was twelve I would let him take her lead 
when we went for a walk in area away from traffic and she didn’t ever pull him, 
no matter how keen she was to run free.  Unfortunately for Ted our family cat 
didn’t show him the same kindness and he received a few scratches in his 
attempts at friendship with her!  I was always careful that children were not 
allowed to pester Jenny or handle her roughly or indeed take advantage of 
her good nature.  
 
Although Jenny had a wonderful personality, she did have one great failing, 
she was an incorrigible thief!  Food was not safe anywhere within her reach 
and it was only when she was old and arthritis had set into her hind legs, that I 
could safely leave food on any of the kitchen work tops.  She knew that it was 
wrong to eat any item of food that was not in her dish, but that did not stop her 
from being brazen in her attempts to steal!  On one occasion a large pan full  
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of scotch broth miraculously fell off the back ring of the cooker while we were 
out  - the contents had disappeared of course!  Another time a cake left to 
cool on top of the fridge-freezer (a tall one at that) had vanished when we 
arrived home, however we suspect the cat of being her accomplice.  She liked 
alcohol too, although we never encouraged her to develop a taste for it.  I 
remember abandoning a game of monopoly and when I returned to the room 
later I caught Jenny drinking Newcastle Brown Ale from my Father’s pint mug.  
She did have the grace to look ashamed!  Stolen goods were recovered by 
my Father quite accidentally, when he was digging in the vegetable patch and 
came upon one of Jenny’s bones, lying next to a full can of beer! 
 
If people and food were two of Jenny’s greatest pleasures in life then going for 
walks was the third.  Bad weather or rough conditions didn’t deter her at all 
and she would make large detours to go through muddy puddles, much to our 
dismay!  She especially liked going out in the snow and would get quite silly 
and excited when she was in it.  At the age of ten she still enjoyed playing in 
the snow and chasing snowballs.  This resulted in a painful back injury one 
day, as when I let her run loose in a snowy park she was so excited that she 
ran sideways into a young tree,  I’m sure that the vet didn’t quite believe that a 
ten year old dog could injure itself in that way.  Fortunately after a few days 
rest and medication, Jenny was back to her normal active self again.  Even up 
to the last week of her life Jenny was fit and active and always ready for a 
walk although, as an old dog, she wasn’t keen on rain any more. 
 
Jenny’s eagerness for outdoor life resulted in us losing her on two unfortunate 
occasions.  The first happened just after our family moved down to 
Buckinghamshire when Jenny was two years old.  In Northumberland our 
house overlooked a beach so Jenny had been used to very open countryside 
– walks were on the beach, by the River Tweed and through fields.  The 
numerous beech woods in the Chilterns were a great novelty and it was in 
one of those that I lost her. Normally she was very obedient, but that day I 
don’t think she even heard me.  After a futile search I went home which was 
only a few hundred yards away, to ask my parents to help me.  As the three of 
us walked towards the footpath into the woods we noticed a very large, smart 
car driving slowly along the lane.  The driver pulled up beside us and his 
passenger asked if we were looking for a dog.  She pointed to the back seat 
and there was Jenny!  The couple had found her very soon after I’d lost her.  
They had rang the police because we hadn’t a phone number on her nametag 
and luckily then decided to come out and look for us.  She’d been very 
anxious when they found her, but went with them quite trustingly.  They were 
very impressed when she shook paws in return for a couple of Beano biscuits. 
 
Two years later my Father lost her – again in a beech wood.  Anyone who has 
ever walked an Irish Setter in a beech wood in Autumn will appreciate how 
good a camouflage their coat is.  My Mother and I were at home and were 
most surprised when the doorbell rang and there was a complete stranger 
with Jenny!  He’d found her looking very lost, in some woods about five miles 
away.  After looking for her owner he decided to drive her home, having seen 
the address tag on her collar.  Jenny was looking extremely smug having  
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hitched a free ride home!  An hour later my Father returned having spent a 
long time looking for Jenny and upset that we hadn’t gone out looking for him! 
However this escapade didn’t prevent the two of them from going for many 
more walks together over the years.  She would ask him to take her for a walk 
by walking over to where he was sitting, standing very close to him, putting 
her head on his lap and a paw on his arm and then turning her soulful eyes on 
him beseechingly.  Nine times out of ten it worked and she didn’t ask anyone 
else like that, not even me. 
 
Jenny was always very much my dog, even though for the first ten years of 
her life she lived with my family.  When she was ten she came to live in my 
new flat.  She adjusted well to this change and enjoyed being the focus of my 
attention, having her bed in my bedroom and not having to share our garden 
with a cat (who used to hide behind bushes and leap out at her) Throughout 
her life Jenny spent many weekends with me in friends houses and always 
settled well provided I was there too.  When I worked in an Old People’s 
Home she sometimes came to work with me, much to the delight of the 
residents who would sneakily give her biscuits. Naturally, she loved going 
there and was always reluctant to leave. 
 
Six months before Jenny’s death I got married.  She accepted Richard’s 
presence in my life stoically.  Although she loved him and always gave him a 
great welcome she was rather jealous of our relationship.  Sometimes she 
would bark if Richard cuddled me or she would try to get between us!  When 
we sat together on the sofa Jenny would give us a disapproving glare from 
her bed now in the sitting room A better chaperone would have been hard to 
find.  She liked her new home and enjoyed the good walks the area offered.  
She also was a firm favourite among some of the elderly inhabitants of the 
village.  The neighbour’s children all liked her too and knew her name long 
before they knew mine! 
 
Of Jenny’s death I cannot write much – it is still too painful.  Although I was 
aware that her life was drawing towards its end, nothing could have prepared 
me for the intensity of the grief I felt after her death or for the void it would 
leave in my life. 
 
Someday there will be another Irish Setter in my life, but not just yet.  I feel 
privileged and fortunate to have known the love and affection of a dog like 
Jenny.    
                                   ******************************** 
 
Evelyn B Hughes lived in Bramley, Hants UK.. GIPSY’S story was first 
published in the UK Irish Setter Breeders Club Newsletter in 1977, later, 
Editor. Keith Eaton re-printed the story. When Maureen Huell took up the 
reins she published it again in the 1987 winter issue of ISBC Newsletter. In 
1988, Evelyn Hughes wrote JENNY which was published in the Club’s Spring 
Newsletter. Both stories appear as part of The Fiction and  Fact Collection  
supplements  to SA’s Setter News  Spring 2018 - Ed.   
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