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About the Book

A promise that would change their lives forever.

When Gina’s husband Shaun was diagnosed with terminal cancer in 2009, Jane vowed to do everything she could to help her best mate and Gina’s two small sons through the awful time to come. But things took a tragic turn for the worse when Gina was killed in a shock car crash. Though devastated by her own grief, Jane knew that Gina needed her now more than ever – to help with the boys she had left behind.

This is the moving true story behind an incredible act of love.


About the Author

Jane Plume won the Leicester Mercury’s Mum of the Year Award for her selfless devotion to her family. She lives with her own three children and Gina’s boys in Leicestershire.
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To Marco, Millie, Lewis, Ashton & Anni-Mae

~ Quite simply, my world ~


PROLOGUE

Tuesdays had always been my least favourite day. Tuesday was evening surgery at the medical centre where I worked, and that meant it would be past eight o’clock before I got home to the kids.

On 12 October 2010 at 12.30 p.m., I arrived at the clinic as usual.

‘Hopefully it will be quiet later,’ I remember thinking, ‘so I can give Gina a call.’

She was my best friend and we were planning one of our regular ‘girly nights’ that Friday, which meant face masks, pedicures and too much wine. It would end up messy, with us giggling like a couple of school kids. I couldn’t wait.

Shortly after two, my mobile phone rang and the caller display told me that it was Gina’s mum. My first thought was, ‘Why on earth would Gina’s mum be ringing me at work?’

I picked up the phone. ‘Hello, you,’ I said, in a light-hearted, breezy voice.

Nothing could have prepared me for what I was about to hear.


PART ONE


CHAPTER 1

THE START OF A BEAUTIFUL FRIENDSHIP

‘You’d love Gina, one of the girls I work with,’ my old friend Hayley said to me over a cup of coffee one lunchtime. ‘She’s mad as a hatter, just like you. I reckon you’d get on like a house on fire.’

It was 2000 and I was working as a clinical studies coordinator for the pharmaceutical company AstraZeneca in Loughborough, and I loved my job. Don’t get me wrong, the work was intense, at times difficult, and the hours, combined with the fact that I had recently become a single mum to Marco and Millie – then aged six and four – following a split from my husband, meant that my life was hectic. But I was happy and had the support of my family and some really good friends.

Hayley was one of these friends. I had known her since she was 16 and she had been my bridesmaid at my wedding. She also worked for AstraZeneca, though at a different site. It wasn’t the first time she had mentioned Gina, and she wasn’t the only one. I had heard the name Gina Hibberd mentioned by various other colleagues and I remembered seeing a site-wide email when she got married a few years before, so I knew she was a PA in another department but I had never spoken to her and didn’t really give the conversation much thought after that.

A few days later, Gina came up to the clinical studies department and as soon as she walked in the door I knew who she was from the way our colleagues had described her. I heard her before I saw her and, to be honest, my initial thought was ‘The gob on that! God, she’s loud’. When Hayley had described Gina to me, she had told me a couple of times, ‘You can’t miss her smile.’ She was so right; Gina had the biggest, widest, most genuine smile I had ever seen. It really did light up the room. Apart from her loud voice, it was the first thing that struck you. She was quite tall, compared to my five foot two inches at least, and in her heels she seemed to dwarf me. She had lovely shoulder-length shiny chocolate-brown hair and big brown eyes. On that occasion, Gina was smartly dressed, looking very professional, and I remember thinking that her clothes didn’t really match her personality, which was so bright and outgoing. That was easy to see within a few moments of meeting her.

‘You must be Gina,’ I said, and before I could say any more she simply said, ‘Jane! Hayley has told me so much about you.’

We spent a little time talking and Hayley was right, we hit it off straight away. She asked after my children and I learned that she had been back at work for just under a year after having her first son Lewis, who was almost two years old. We chatted for a while and agreed we should meet up sometime for a night out with Hayley.

The next day I was pleasantly surprised to find an email from Gina in my inbox. ‘Do you fancy getting together with Hayley and me for lunch one day?’ she asked.

I didn’t hesitate in replying. ‘Definitely!’

A few days later I emailed Hayley and Gina and arranged a date to meet at the work canteen. The self-service restaurant was noisy and heaving with people when I walked in so I scanned around the faces looking for the girls. Gina was easy to spot – or rather her smile was. She really stood out from the crowd. I walked over to the table and she explained that something had come up and Hayley couldn’t make it. But it didn’t matter a jot. We chose our food and sat back down and the conversation flowed easily for the next hour. We had a blast and during lunch we discovered that we had a lot in common. Crucially, we shared a similar sense of humour and I thoroughly enjoyed her company.

After that I would often meet Gina for lunch, sometimes with other people, but sometimes just the two of us. I felt totally comfortable in her company. She was funny, honest, warm, compassionate, considerate and so kind. I was thrilled to have found such a lovely new friend.

Sometime later I was speaking to Hayley and she explained discreetly that Gina and her husband Shaun had decided to separate for a while. She told me that Gina was feeling a bit overwhelmed and wondered if I would be able to speak to her, so we could talk through the practical aspects of being a single mum. ‘Of course I will,’ I replied, slightly surprised. ‘Why didn’t she just ask me herself?’

‘She didn’t want to impose or put you under any pressure,’ explained Hayley.

Rather than ring Gina I sent an email, saying that Hayley had told me about the separation and that if she needed anything she simply had to ask. I received a reply almost immediately, thanking me and asking if we could get together, so we agreed to meet the following day. Over lunch we talked about how I managed on my own, juggling kids and work, the practical problems, the financial help available and so on. As I left her I gave her a warm hug, saying, ‘You know where I am if you need anything.’

A few days later, I happened to be throwing an Ann Summers party with a few of my girlfriends. It wasn’t anything too rowdy, just an excuse for a bit of a giggle with some nibbles and a few bottles of wine. Hayley had already said she was coming. I decided to invite Gina along too. I wasn’t sure if she would accept, as she would only know me and Hayley. While I thought she might appreciate the chance to let her hair down, I knew from experience it was a fragile time and she might not be ready to face a room full of strangers. When I mentioned it, though, she jumped at the chance – anything for a laugh.

The only problem was that Gina lived half an hour’s drive from my house, which meant that she wouldn’t be able to help us out with the wine. So I told her she was welcome to stay the night.

‘There are a few others staying,’ I joked. ‘So the first to get the beds are the lucky ones and the rest will have to crash on the floor.’

I was a bit concerned that Gina would feel out of place, but I certainly didn’t need to worry. She fitted in straight away, giggling and joking with all the guests as if she’d met them all before. A couple of friends remarked on what a great laugh she was and how much they enjoyed her company. Luckily, Gina seemed to be enjoying herself immensely and I was pleased.

At the end of the night, it transpired that Gina was the only one who needed a bed for the night, but that wasn’t a problem. As we waved off the last of my friends, Gina helped to tidy up, chatting away about nothing in particular, then we both flopped into an armchair each, our glasses topped up with wine, tucking into leftover nibbles just for the sake of it, and sat talking until the early hours of the morning. Gina asked about my family, about Marco and Millie, past relationships and so on. She was so easy to talk to and I felt so at ease around her that I was happy to talk about everything, even the more miserable parts of my life, and I told her all about my family.

• • •

My parents had me later on in life, so there was a big gap between my brothers and sister, and me. When I came along my sister Ann was already 21, married and pregnant. In fact my niece, Sam, was born just twenty-two days after me! My brothers, Mick and Rich, were 15 and 14 when I was born and throughout my life have been the archetypal big brothers: always overprotective, but always close.

We were a tight-knit bunch and I was brought up being told that family is everything. That meant the extended family too. I have such fond memories of my childhood. Holidays always included aunts, uncles, cousins and family friends staying together at a caravan park for the ‘July Fortnight’, playing on the beach together, running through the sand dunes and paddling in the sea.

Because Ann was so much older than me, and living away from home, I often forgot she was my sister. But we saw a lot of her and Sam was like a sister to me, so much so that I used to tell people she was. We shared everything and, until we were about 14, she came on every holiday with us.

As I got older, and understood the family dynamic a bit better, I was so proud to have a big sister as well as two wonderful big brothers. We were all very close and there was nothing that I couldn’t share with them about my life, both positive and negative.

At the age of 16, I was already working as a dental nurse. One day in November I met Sam for lunch in town near to the practice that I worked at. She was staying with my mum, dad and me for the weekend so we made our plans for that night and I went back to work having arranged to meet her on the bus.

An hour or two later, my life changed forever, as I told Gina with a catch in my voice. Mick’s wife arrived at my work and, when I went to greet her, puzzled at her arrival in the middle of the afternoon, she told me, as gently as possible, that my beloved dad had collapsed and died. She took me home and I remember standing outside our house, wanting to run through the front door to get to my mum but too afraid, because I could hear her crying from outside. Eventually I opened the door and went in, kneeled on the floor in front of my mum, buried my head in her lap and sobbed.

My dad had collapsed and died from a ruptured aneurysm at the age of just 64. All that evening, people were coming and going but I didn’t really hear what they were saying – all I knew was that my dad had gone.

While the family made arrangements for the funeral, Mum and I stayed with Mick, who lived over the road from my sister, for a couple of days and I remember feeling utterly useless. I wasn’t old enough to help in any practical sense so I just sat holding Mum’s hand whenever I could.

My family had always been close but this terrible event made us even closer. My mum was absolutely heartbroken and I worried about her constantly.

Six weeks after his death, we spent Christmas together and did what we could to make it fun, particularly for my younger nieces and nephews. My mum was determined to make the best of it for their sake. ‘It’s what your dad would have wanted,’ she would repeat over and over again.

On 30 January, the day before my 17th, I was at home, having booked a couple of days off for my birthday. In the middle of the morning, Mum asked me to go and collect my grandma’s pension from the post office for her as we were having lunch with her shortly. I grumbled a bit, as any 16-year-old girl does, but left shouting back to my mum that I wouldn’t be long. I was almost at the end of my street when Mum shouted from the window. I tutted loudly and headed back to our house. ‘Sorry,’ she said. ‘I forgot to ask you to pick up some potatoes.’ I turned to leave again, as she said, ‘I love you, Jane.’ There was nothing unusual in that; my family were open and honest and we regularly told each other ‘I love you’.

‘Love you too, Mum,’ I replied, heading off once again down the street. By the time I returned, I could only have been gone forty minutes.

‘I’m back,’ I shouted. No response. I smiled to myself. Mum having her lunchtime nap then. I quietly opened the door to the lounge where my mum sat on the sofa and I walked over to gently wake her to tell her it was time to go to my grandma’s. As soon as I reached her I knew something was very wrong. I ran round to our neighbours, bursting through the door without knocking.

‘It’s Mum,’ I shouted. The neighbours came running back with me and the rest is just a blur. Somehow, someone had spoken to my brother who worked in the same village and he was soon there, as were an ambulance crew. They tried to save Mum but they were too late. She had suffered a fatal heart attack at the age of 59, just eleven weeks after Dad had died. I was now an orphan.

I really don’t know how I would have got through those times without my extended family. My brothers and sister became everything to me – my guides, my confidants, my world.

In turn, Gina opened up to me about her past and present. She spoke a lot about Lewis and her former partner Shaun, and we shared some general banter about being better off without men, laughing at their shortcomings and how it was easier for us to be on our own. Somehow, though, when Gina said this sort of thing about Shaun, her defiant message didn’t reach her eyes, so I guessed that it never reached her heart either.

World set to rights, we called it a night – but it was just the beginning for our friendship.

• • •

On another occasion soon afterwards, as we said our farewells after meeting up with a group of other people, Gina said quietly to me, ‘Fancy coming round with the kids tomorrow?’

I was free and it beat hanging around my own house with the kids, so I readily agreed and the next day we introduced the three children to each other.

Marco, aged six, was quite a shy little boy, having not long started school, where he often got teased for his bright ginger hair. Millie, at four, was also quite timid, except when she was around her big brother. I think some of her shyness was my fault though, as she had been born prematurely and I’ll admit I was rather overprotective at times. With my two quiet children safely buckled into their car seats behind me, I watched them closely in the rear-view mirror as I drove over to Gina’s house. I wasn’t sure how they’d take to Gina’s outgoing nature or to making a new friend in Lewis.

We pulled up on the drive at the front of the house that Gina was sharing with Lewis. I had explained to Marco and Millie that they were going to meet Mummy’s new friend and that she had a little boy they could play with. They slowly hopped out of the car and stood behind me on the driveway, Millie burying her face behind my legs as we walked up to Gina’s porch.

I knocked on the door and Gina opened it, greeting us all with her trademark smile. ‘Hey, you two,’ she said in a bubbly voice as she guided them through the front door. ‘I’ve heard so much about you and Lewis can’t wait to meet you.’ It soon became clear that I needn’t have worried about them getting on. While my two were quite shy and reserved, Lewis was like his mum and rushed into the room like a tornado.

‘I’ve got a racing car track in my room, want to come and play?’ he babbled. At just two years old, Lewis was falling over his words. I heard ‘race’, ‘car’, ‘bedroom’, but even I was unsure of the rest. Gina translated for us. ‘He has his racing car track in his room,’ she smiled warmly. ‘He wants you to go and play.’ Marco and Millie looked at me, unsure.

‘It’s okay,’ I coaxed. ‘You can go up if you want to,’ and that’s just what they did. Gina and Lewis’s enthusiastic personalities obviously rubbed off on Marco and Millie, and within minutes we could hear them all chatting away excitedly. Marco soon took on the role of ‘big brother’ to Lewis and would organise what the kids were going to play or do. It wasn’t just bossing the others about, though; he was loving and encouraging with it. I remember the first time that Marco and Lewis had a game of football and Marco kept letting Lewis score a goal by pretending to fall over and then praising him for how good he was. It was lovely to see.

With the children now firm friends, Gina and I started doing things with them on our days off, whether it was going to the park, day trips out, or just chilling at each other’s houses with the kids playing contentedly while we caught up over a cuppa. Over time we discovered more and more mutual interests and we grew closer and closer. I introduced Gina to my other friends and family, and Gina likewise.

Emma was one of these. She had been a friend of Gina and Shaun for many years and I met her on one of our group girly nights. I instantly liked her and soon classed her as a friend. In turn, my friends all thought Gina was amazing, caring and funny, and were soon including her in any plans that we were making together.

We socialised together, we would stay over at each other’s homes with the children and have meals together. Within about four months we saw each other every day and became pretty inseparable. My children already called her Auntie Gina and Lewis called me Auntie Jane.

Although Gina and Shaun were separated, as Lewis’s father he was still part of Gina’s life. The first time that I saw him he was working as a bouncer at one of the pubs that Gina and I often went to. As we walked to the pub, she told me that Shaun would be working and she pointed him out as we approached, but in all honesty I didn’t take much notice. Having had one too many drinks I was more interested in getting into the warm with a glass of something in my hand.

The first time I met Shaun properly was at Halloween. Whenever there was an occasion, Gina would throw herself into it. Halloween was no exception and that year we decided to throw a party together. It was originally just going to be us and the kids, but she soon changed her mind about that. She invited other friends with children, and some without. Marco and Millie were also allowed to bring friends along. And all the guests were in fancy dress! Gina decorated the house and organised the games and everyone joined in – they didn’t really have a choice. The apple bobbing was hilarious and even the adults had a go at it.

The party wasn’t the best setting for the first meeting between Shaun and me. Shaun had promised Lewis he would come over to see him in his costume but he was late and Gina was annoyed, as was I on her behalf. When Shaun did arrive, Gina introduced us briefly. He was a big bloke, solid rather than fat, but I found him a bit stand-offish and I was a little intimidated by him. Part of me was wary of him – after all, he was Gina’s ex and I couldn’t help feeling protective of both her and Lewis. I said a quick hello and made my excuses to leave them alone in the kitchen, having no doubt that Gina would be waiting to give him a telling-off.

As I walked out, I spotted Lewis, who asked, ‘Where’s Mummy?’

‘In the kitchen with Daddy,’ I told him.

I wasn’t quite prepared for his reaction. The look of joy on that little boy’s face was one that I’ll remember forever. No matter what had happened, his daddy meant everything to him.

It was my first glimpse of seeing Shaun through his son’s eyes. Perhaps he wasn’t all bad.

• • •

Now that Halloween was over and winter beginning to bite, my thoughts turned to Christmas shopping.

Christmas time with Gina as my friend really was magical. We both loved the build-up and I think we were more excited than the kids. We booked a day off work to scour the town centre for the perfect gifts and spent a couple of child-free evenings together with a bottle of wine, a Christmas CD and lots of wrapping paper. On Christmas morning, by 5.30, we were already on the phone to each other and we had regular telephone updates throughout the day. As it happened, that Boxing Day we were both going to be without the kids and Gina already had her day planned with her friends. ‘Why don’t you come along?’ she asked.

‘I don’t really know many of them,’ I replied. ‘I wouldn’t want to intrude.’

She told me off for being silly and said, ‘That’s it then. It’s arranged.’

‘Do I have a choice?’ I laughed.

‘No,’ was all I got back.

So the following morning I met Gina at her house, we got ready together, then we met up with other people in town throughout the day. Everyone was very friendly and I instantly felt at ease. I had a great time and it certainly beat being sat on my own at home watching the TV.

By the end of that first year, Gina and I were inseparable. I felt lucky to have her as a friend. She was one of those people who lit up a room – loving, loud, caring, compassionate, considerate. At the same time, if she didn’t agree with something, she would tell you straight away and then that would be it – she had said her piece and then the subject was dropped.

A little while after our friendship was cemented, I started dating a guy. As guys are sometimes wont to do, he was blowing a bit hot and cold on me, and I would bend Gina’s ear about it every time he let me down. But Gina, as usual, didn’t hesitate in pointing out the facts.

‘He only wants you when it suits him,’ she scolded, and though she was being blunt, her eyes looked carefully for my reaction. She squeezed my hand. ‘You deserve so much better!’

At the time I thought she was quite harsh – but it soon turned out that she was right, of course. She only ever had my best interests at heart.

Gina was honest, kind and beautiful. I honestly can’t think of a bad thing to say about her.

Over the years we had some wonderful times together, laughed together, cried together, my beautiful best friend. My sister of choice.

• • •

Both Gina and I suffered from frequent tonsillitis. Unfortunately, so did Lewis. When, in 2002, I booked in to have my tonsils out on a Monday, I couldn’t believe it when I learned that Lewis was to come in the following day to have the same operation. I wasn’t well and had to stay in overnight, and he was in the room next to me. Poor Gina was running backwards and forwards between the two rooms fussing over both of us. Shaun came to visit Lewis and I watched as he and Gina both warmly cared for their son. They made a good team and Lewis made a quick recovery. I, on the other hand, felt awful and was in a lot of pain for a couple of weeks, but Gina was there helping out despite everything she had going on with Lewis, cooking meals for us, just being an amazing friend.

Soon after we had both recovered from the op, at about 9.30 on a freezing cold Wednesday night, I was just thinking about going to bed because I couldn’t get warm, when the phone rang. I didn’t answer it but it rang again straight away. I smiled to myself because I knew it was Gina – she could be very persistent when she wanted to. I picked up with a cheery ‘Hey you’.

‘We are going on holiday,’ was all I got back.

‘Okay,’ I said. ‘Where’s this come from?’

‘It’s freezing and miserable, so we need a break and some sunshine,’ she replied.

I couldn’t argue with that!

‘Sounds like a plan. Where and when you thinking?’ I asked.

‘Hayley’s mum and dad’s apartment, 22nd of May,’ she answered firmly – and specifically. I was a bit flabbergasted but excited all the same. ‘You have it all planned then,’ I laughed. It turned out that Gina had already spoken to Hayley’s parents and their apartment was empty that week, and she had jumped online to find the flights.

‘Well?’ she asked impatiently. ‘Shall we do it?’

She didn’t need to ask twice. ‘Yes!’ I said excitedly.

We met up the next day and got on the computer to book the flights and the car hire, and that was it. Let the countdown begin – and it really did. Every day, when I logged on to my computer at work there was an email… ‘24 days’… ‘23 days’, then, finally, ‘TOMORROW!!!!’

The kids were all as excited as Gina and me as we headed off to the airport. The kids chatted happily on the plane and Gina and I were like a couple of schoolgirls, giggling and chatting. We landed safely, collected our baggage and headed off to pick up our hire car. We had agreed that I would do the driving and Gina would navigate. What a big mistake that was! We had been in the car about an hour longer than we needed to be before Gina realised we had gone about 80 miles in the wrong direction. Hayley’s parents had drawn a map for us and Gina had had it upside down. You might have expected us to get a bit niggly with each other, but no. We just burst out laughing, so much so that I had to pull over for a minute as I couldn’t see where I was driving because of the tears running down my face.

I have so many magical memories of that holiday. My good friend Hazel had moved out to Spain the year before with her family and we managed to meet up with them for a day on the beach, which was a wonderful day out. On another afternoon, the kids were playing happily in the sand when Gina let out a deafening screech. I looked up to see her pointing at a bird that had just plucked a squid from the sea. As it flew towards us it dropped the squid, which missed Lewis’s head by an inch, then hit the floor with a thud. Lewis turned and saw the squid on the sand and screamed his head off. It was pretty grim at the time but we soon all saw the funny side of it.

One day we decided to venture out in the car to Benidorm, which was only a few miles away. The sun was red hot so I went out to the car and started the engine to allow the air conditioning to kick in while Gina rounded up the kids and made sure they were ready to go. They piled into the car chatting and giggling away with each other. We made sure all seatbelts were on and I teased Gina, ‘Don’t even think about navigating. After last time, I’ll follow the road signs and take my chances.’

There was a quiet road that led from the apartment block to the main road and we started heading down it. I became aware of a car coming in the opposite direction on my side of the road, so I slowed down and waited for him to move over but he didn’t. I started commenting on the driver, ‘What’s he playing at? He needs to pull over,’ I grouched as I flashed my headlights. Gina was laughing but I didn’t find it funny. He now had his hand out of the window shaking his fist, at which point I put my window down and held my hand up as though to say, ‘What are you doing?’ He started to shout at me in Spanish saying who knows what. I started to say something back. Gina was in stitches, but between gasps of air she managed to blurt out, ‘It’s us on the wrong side of the road! We’re in Spain remember?’ Realisation hit. I was horrified. I put my hand up in apology and moved over to the right side of the road. Gina couldn’t contain herself, she was hysterical. In the end I couldn’t help but laugh along, because Gina’s incontrollable giggle was so infectious. Just like her warmth.

One of my favourite memories of the holiday is Shrek. Yes, the film. The three children were addicted to it, so every evening, once we had eaten and showered, the kids sat down to watch it while Gina and I had a bottle of wine and a good gossip. The best bit was at the end, though, as soon as the credits started to go up and the ‘karaoke party’ starts with the Sir Mix-a-Lot song ‘Baby Got Back’: that track that has the line about liking ‘big butts’. Gina and I would already be laughing. We’d jump up onto our feet and, with the kids, dance around the room sticking our bums in the air. It was a silly thing but it sticks in my mind clear as day and as soon as I think of it, even now, I can’t help but smile.

The apartment came with a pool, which was shared with a handful of other families but was very quiet. Marco, now eight, could swim, whereas six-year-old Millie and three-year-old Lewis couldn’t. As soon as we arrived, Gina and I set very firm ground rules: none of them were to enter the pool without asking first, and Millie and Lewis could only go in with their armbands on, and only when at least one of us was around to keep an eye on them. The kids accepted that and would run happily around the surrounding area when they couldn’t go in.

On one occasion, Gina and I were lounging in the sun while the kids played with a plastic golf set on the grass nearby. I closed my eyes for a second, feeling the warm sun on my face. Bliss. I could hear the giggles of the children and smiled to myself; it was such a lovely sound. The crickets chirped in the sunshine and I may have dozed a little, happily letting my thoughts wander lazily wherever they pleased.

All of a sudden, I heard a splash and a scream from Gina. I leaped instantly to my feet and pure instinct told me to run. I reached the pool in seconds, being only a few feet away, and I jumped straight in, oblivious to the shock of the cold water. In a flash I grabbed Lewis, who was flailing desperately in the water, pulled him to the side and lifted him up and out.

By now Gina was at the edge of the pool and I passed him up to her. They were both frightened and in tears, and Marco and Millie looked on open-mouthed. I reassured Lewis and Gina and, after a little rest, he bounded off to play golf again. It turned out that Lewis had hit the ball the wrong way and had heard it plop into the water. He had simply gone to look over the side to see where his ball was – but had leaned too far and toppled in.

‘How did you get there so quick?’ said Gina, who was still shaken. ‘I just panicked and froze to the spot.’

‘I
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