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‘Operation George is brilliant! It’s a unique insight into the undercover world, the ingenious tactics, the outwardly serene UCOs and the fastidious adherence to rules and training are nothing like I’ve ever read before.

 

Devoting the majority of the second half of the book to the trial was inspired. It’s all very well for readers to have that amazing peek into the undercover world (and the way the team created a totally illusionary one for Fulton at huge potential risk to themselves given his background and connections) but to show how the evidence obtained stands or falls in court does the whole tactic justice.’

 

-  Graham Bartlett, former UK senior police officer and co-author with international best seller, Peter James, of a Sunday Times Top Ten bestselling non-fiction book, Death Comes Knocking – Policing Roy Grace’s Brighton


 

Dedicated to all the peacemakers in the world and to all undercover police officers plying their tradecraft in the war against serious crime and terrorism in a world with insufficient peace.

 

Chaque légionnaire est ton frère d’armes, quelle que soit sa nationalité, sa race ou sa religion. Tu lui manifestes toujours la solidarité étroite qui doit unir les membres d’une même famille. – Article 2 Code of Honour, French Foreign Legion

 

 

“I just wish people would speak to each other and recognise that most solutions can be achieved by simple dialogue and negotiation.”.

 

― Rosemary Nelson, Lurgan Mail, 11 February 1999


GLOSSARY



That link in the heading above will take you to the glossary of acronyms and the vernacular used by British undercover officers. It may assist you in understanding some words and phrases used in this book. 
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CHAPTER 1

The Targets

The following true story is not about Rosemary Nelson, the Troubles per se nor Northern Ireland, although they feature out of necessity. We feel that from the outset it is worthwhile to set out a background to the events and locations of this book and a brief history of the Troubles in that part of Northern Ireland. Whilst this book tells the amazing story of possibly the most audacious undercover sting in the world, we also acknowledge the grief suffered by so many on both sides of the sectarian divide in that part of the United Kingdom. In writing this book, we can assure you we also felt the pain endured by so many innocent people.  

William James Fulton and Muriel Gibson were from Portadown, a small town in County Armagh, Northern Ireland. Sadly, it is better known as the scene of the Drumcree conflict rather than the birthplace of notable people like Lady Mary Peters (Olympic athlete), Gloria Hunniford (TV personality) and Martin O’ Neill (football manager). It is located about twenty-five miles southwest of Belfast. In the 1980s and 1990s its population was made up of about seventy percent Protestants and almost thirty percent Catholics. Garvaghy Road is in the middle of an area of housing that is largely populated by Catholics. Lurgan is a short drive away; about six miles separates it from Portadown. Lurgan was the location of Rosemary Nelson’s law practice. 

The Drumcree conflict is a dispute over the right of Protestants and loyalists to hold parades mainly to commemorate the so-called Glorious Revolution of 1688. The occasion is known by many as ‘The Twelfth.’  It was first held in the late 18th century in Ulster and it celebrates the victory of Protestant King William of Orange over Catholic King James II at the Battle of the Boyne in 1690, which began the Protestant Ascendancy in Ireland. Residents of Garvaghy Road and the surrounding Catholic district object to what they view as "triumphalist" Orange marches through their area. Rosemary Nelson, a Catholic solicitor, was the figurehead and spokesperson for the Garvaghy Road Residents’ Coalition as well as representing the coalition in legal matters until she was assassinated on 15 March 1999. Sam Kinkaid, the RUC officer who played a leading role in the investigation of Rosemary Nelson’s murder, described the area (Portadown) as “second only to North Belfast in terms of sectarianism.1” 

The sophisticated bomb device that blew up Rosemary Nelson’s car and killed her is where our story begins. A loyalist paramilitary splinter group naming themselves the Red Hand Defenders claimed responsibility for the killing. At that time, William James Fulton and Muriel Landry née Gibson (referred to as Gibson throughout the remainder of this book) were members of the Loyalist Volunteer Force – the LVF. Soon after the bombing, Fulton fled to the United States and Gibson relocated to England. 

In this story of Operation George, all the names of the undercover police officers (UCOs) used are pseudonyms. Some are the same aliases as used in evidential transcripts and sanctioned by the judge to preserve their anonymity whilst giving evidence at the trials of William James Fulton and Muriel Gibson at Belfast Crown Court. The names or nicknames of other UCOs and Cover Officers are fabricated aliases to protect their anonymity and thus prevent any kind of criminal retribution against them or their families. In the same vein, the authors are sparing in using details of any undercover officer such as physical descriptions, accents, backgrounds, and the like to preserve anonymity. 

When Julie Met George

Operation Julie and Operation George are light years away from each other in more ways than one. Undercover policing has drastically changed owing to modern ‘UK Police PLC’ attitudes and policies. The contrasts between 1970s Operation Julie and 21st Century Operation George undercover policing are like night and day.

Perhaps now is an opportune moment to explain what is entailed to become a Level 1 UCO then to be entered into the national register. It’s a world apart from the Operation Julie days when straight from being a member of a surveillance team, a detective would be asked by a boss if they wanted to go undercover. No training in those days. They made up a back story on the fly and then they were straight into the deep end. Sink or swim!

For some time now, undercover officers are recruited and must attend a national training course. They are evaluated to see if they are suitable and are eventually set free to establish a legend and back story. Those are the two things they will fall back on and carry with them for the remainder of their undercover careers. Essentially, it’s a case of who they say they are and not who they really are. They will spend time in certain locations, establishing their faces by socialising and getting to be known in the area as Mr X or Mrs Y. That strengthens their credentials if someone checks them out. Occasionally, they may have to repeat that exercise if there is a good reason to change location. If an UCO has special skills, so much the better. For example, Robbie, one of the Operation George UCOs, appeared to have a licence to drive trucks, as it’s known from the transcripts that he held himself out as a lorry driver in his dealings with Jim Fulton.

Unlike Bentley’s pioneering undercover days, as described in his memoir Operation Julie2, these Operation George officers belong to a modern era of covert policing. The story of Operation George highlights the sophisticated methods deployed by modern law enforcement. Those methods and techniques are all Bentley hoped and wished for when he wrote the chapter ‘The Future of Undercover Policing’ in his memoir. Indeed, they go beyond that and demonstrate the changes in policing attitudes and a resolute commitment to engage in proactive intelligence-led policing to combat organised crime and terrorism. 

We need to add that even in Seventies undercover work, the targets of investigations were aware of undercover methods. As time passes, covert operations step up, invent new tactics, use the latest technology, all to keep one step ahead of the smartest criminal enterprise. The future may involve the use of drones, negating the need for human covert policing. It is not far-fetched to suggest that criminal activities, including meetings when crimes are planned, may soon be recorded both in audio and video. It is not hard to imagine with the arrival of ‘smart cities’, as referenced by the head of the UK intelligence agency, GCHQ3. No wonder many criminals are paranoid. Even now, they will challenge innocents in a belief they may be undercover officers (UCOs). In fact, Jim Fulton did just that when telling the Operation George detectives he thought some of his neighbours in Cornwall were MI5 undercover people. 

He was wrong. The “undercover people” were surrounding him, socialising with him, working with him, paying him as an employee, talking to him daily for the best part of two years. During that time, he was recorded on audio tapes, the ‘product’ of which eventually became the damning evidence sending him to jail with no prospect of release for twenty-five years. 


CHAPTER 2

Genocide

Over fifty thousand hours of conversations between William James Fulton and undercover officers engaged on Operation George were secretly recorded. In one of those recordings, Fulton said, “… They've got to shoot a Catholic once a week … about once a week and that's why they broke away. That's why the LVF broke away from the UVF was because they weren't killing enough Catholics. And the LVF wanted a Catholic per week killing.”

Put yourself in the shoes of that undercover officer – how would you react to such disturbing words? These undercover officers are to be admired as the consummate professionals they truly are. They don’t flinch, berate, judge or ask questions. Instead, they associate, infiltrate, befriend their target, and covertly gather the evidence for a future day of reckoning. 

On the 11th of March 2021, a BBC World News article4 reported that, “The term genocide was coined in 1943 by the Jewish-Polish lawyer Raphael Lemkin, who combined the Greek word ‘genos’ (race or tribe) with the Latin word ‘cide’ (to kill). After witnessing the horrors of the Holocaust, in which every member of his family except his brother was killed, Dr Lemkin campaigned to have genocide recognised as a crime under international law.

His efforts gave way to the adoption of the United Nations Genocide Convention in December 1948, which came into effect in January 1951. Article Two of the convention defines genocide as ‘any of the following acts committed with the intent to destroy, in whole or in part, a national, ethnic, racial or religious [our emphasis] group …’”

This Operation George story has genocide at its centre. It’s also the remarkable story of a brave, experienced, elite group of undercover officers and their forward-thinking boss, who conceptualised then executed a most brilliant plan to bring a terrorist to justice. 


CHAPTER 3

Interview Room, Belfast

On 12 June 2001, Constable Pierce of the Devon and Cornwall Constabulary, together with a specialist armed arrest team, arrested Jim Fulton at his Plymouth home under the Prevention of Terrorism Act. To Fulton’s surprise, he was flown to Belfast under armed guard in a military helicopter. His surprise turned to fear as he started to cry like a baby, dreading that he was about to be assassinated and thrown into the dark waters of the Irish Sea.

By the time he had been processed at a Belfast holding centre, Fulton had reverted to type: a cocksure individual who thought he had nothing to worry about. That overconfidence was on display at the earliest stages of the disclosure interviews. Those interviews are mandatory under the umbrella of the Police and Criminal Evidence Act (PACE) and were conducted in the presence of a well-known Belfast solicitor.

Fulton was settling into a chair in the stark interview room, listening closely to the introductory disclosure material articulated by an interviewing officer, undoubtedly thinking, I’ll be out of here soon. 

Then his world shattered. He rocked back on the chair, almost losing balance, whilst he took in what he had just heard: “Those people back in Plymouth. You know Neil, Robbie and the others in that firm you were working for. I must inform you they were all undercover police officers. Furthermore, they recorded your many conversations with them.”  

Fulton rocked forward, regaining his balance, then held his head in his hands. Once more, he started to blubber, but only for a moment. He quickly gathered himself and started to put his defence on tape – for the sake of the record.

“I mean, I thought I’d got in with a big firm in England and I just wanted to make myself more important, make myself seen that I was a big man,” Jim Fulton said. 

“A firm as in gangsters?” asked a detective.

“Right. So, I wanted to make myself out to be a big man.”

“Right and so you decided what?”

“Just waffle.”

A firm as in gangsters? the interviewer asked. I ask you to remember that word – ‘firm’ – because this is a true story about the firm that wasn’t a firm at all. 

Just like Jim Carrey’s character in The Truman Show, Fulton’s environment had been controlled and his life manipulated. He believed he’d been living cheek by jowl in the company of gangsters in Plymouth, England from 1999 to 2001. In fact, he’d been living in a bubble not of his own creation. 

The rest of the cast in the ‘firm’ playing the parts of members of an organised crime group (OCG) are real enough but not genuine. They are all skilled undercover detectives and part of Operation George. This extraordinarily successful police operation was set up in the wake of the murder of the prominent human rights solicitor Rosemary Nelson in Lurgan, Northern Ireland in 1999, and therein lies the catalyst for what came later.


CHAPTER 4

The Nelson Family Home

Monday 15 March 1999 was like any other day. The only anomaly was that Rosemary Nelson slept a little later than usual as she was feeling under the weather, partly because of how she was feeling and also because two of her children were away on a school holiday in France.

It was late morning when her friend, confidante and secretary Nuala McCann called by to find her friend still getting ready for work. They planned to have a coffee before travelling in separate cars to the law firm’s office a short distance away in Lurgan town centre. 

Based on the known facts, it's easy to imagine this is what happened that morning. Letting herself in with a key entrusted to her, Nuala called upstairs, “I’m here, are you ready?” 

“I’ll be down soon but can you do me a favour?”

“No problem. What is it?”

“Get the Irish Times, please. I want to read the Drumcree article and see if they published my picture.”

Exchange over, Nuala went to a local newsagent to buy the paper. On her return, both women sat in the kitchen and over coffee briefly chatted about the article and their amusement at Rosemary’s picture. “They never use a flattering photo, have you noticed?” Rosemary said and both women laughed. 

Nuala drove to the end of a nearby road, expecting to see Rosemary driving her silver BMW past on Lake Street. Confused as to why Rosemary hadn’t passed her, Nuala drove around looking for her friend, until she came around a corner to a scene of devastation. Rosemary’s BMW was a mass of twisted metal, the work of a terrorist bomb. Nuala rushed to the driver’s seat. Her friend was covered in black dust and seemed gravely injured.

Nuala ran to a neighbour’s house and asked her to call 999. On returning to her friend, Nuala found another neighbour, a qualified nurse, had arrived. The nurse had heard the explosion and ran to the scene. A short time later a local doctor arrived, followed by an ambulance, paramedics, the fire service, and the police. It should come as no surprise, owing to both her legs having been blown off by the blast, that medics struggled to stabilise Rosemary Nelson or relieve her pain. By the time she was cut her free from the car and taken to Craigavon Hospital there was no more to be done to save her life. Rosemary Nelson died shortly after three o’clock that afternoon. 

Later that same day, the Red Hand Defenders, a splinter Loyalist paramilitary group who some claimed was a front for the LVF, claimed responsibility for the bomb in a telephone call to the BBC Newsroom in Belfast. 

This gruesome murder was a catalyst in bringing Fulton to justice for other crimes. Though there is no evidence Jim Fulton was implicated in the murder of Rosemary Nelson, he was one of many suspected who had connections to Loyalist paramilitary groups. It was her murder that acted as a mechanism for bringing him and Muriel Gibson to justice for other terrorist crimes including the murders of innocent Catholics and RUC police officers. Fulton was a Nelson murder suspect, but there is no evidence implicating him at all, even to this day.

Soon after Rosemary Nelson’s death, both Fulton and Gibson fled Northern Ireland; Fulton flying to California and Gibson relocating to the West Country in England. Fulton thought he was safe. What he didn’t know was that he would soon come to the notice of American law enforcement, including the FBI.


CHAPTER 5

California Dreaming

Murrieta is a township in Riverside County, about eighty miles south of downtown Los Angeles. Nearby Temecula is known for its wine trail and is one of the many attractions in this region of Southern California.

Muriel Gibson had connections to Murrieta. Her former husband, William Landry, and their children lived there in a battered looking yellow house. In September 1999, Jim Fulton flew to the United States then took refuge in that house together with his wife, Tanya, no doubt waiting for the hullaballoo to die down back in Belfast. But Fulton’s attempts to lie low were undermined when Tanya discharged a loaded weapon in the grounds of the house. The shots rang out and were heard by some nearby brickyard workers who instinctively ducked for cover. The two workers, Johnny Buckles and Nathan Rouse, were stacking bricks with a forklift truck. Buckles later said, "Two or three shots went off. Then the fourth or fifth went zipping by us a little closer." Rouse claimed they had heard at least a dozen shots. The workers reported the shots to Murrieta police.

Local law enforcement officers arrived to find the Fultons and three other adults at the home. Inside, they found two rifles, expended cartridges, ammunition, and a gun on a shelf. They also seized a .32-caliber handgun and a black T-shirt emblazoned with the slogan "Loyalist Volunteers lead the way."

A news article5 said, “Police reported finding a number of .22 calibre rifles, an M-72 "spent" anti-tank rocket launcher, a six-inch cannon, mounted on a wooden base, two inert pipe bombs, hollowed out hand grenades with some gun powder residue, as well as 5.5 ounces of hashish and a small amount of methamphetamine.”

It continued: “Police said a 33-year-old Las Vegas woman and 29-year-old Tanya Fulton admitted to having fired a handgun out a rear window of the home. Tanya Fulton's lawyer said the shooting erupted after the Las Vegas woman told his client it is legal to own firearms in the United States. The lawyer added, ‘Tanya had never fired a gun, and she was told there was a big open field there and apparently a couple of shots were fired out of the window.’” 

The Murrieta Sheriff’s Department arrested the Las Vegas woman, William James (Jim) and Tanya Fulton, as well as residents Odysseus Landry, 29, and Mahatma Landry, 28, on child-endangerment, drug, and weapon charges. The child endangerment charges were levelled at Jim and Tanya Fulton owing to the presence of their two young children at the house in Murrieta. The children were taken into protective care and were returned to Northern Ireland after their parents were arrested.

The arrests took place on the 16th of December 1999, just nine months after the bomb explosion that killed Rosemary Nelson. Local law enforcement authorities in the town were notified by the FBI to put major security around Fulton almost immediately after they arrested him but were not told the reason. Many questions then started to flow about Fulton and his presence in the United States.

The US press, alerted by reports in Ireland, became aware of the implications of the case. A nationwide TV network6 referred to Fulton and those arrested with him as a "cell of a dangerous, international Irish terrorist organization." Following that, the Californian arresting officer told the media he had not been approached by the RUC but confirmed police reports from Belfast giving details of prior convictions and other background material on the five people arrested had finally been sent to the US.

On Fulton’s appearance at a court remand hearing, the District Attorney told the court the $100,000 bail being asked for each defendant was higher than the normal $5,000 per defendant in such a drug case, but he declined to say why. Jail officials later said, “Regardless of whether Fulton can make bail, the immigration hold will bar his release.”

Fulton’s California arrest caused quite a commotion at that week's official State Department briefing for journalists at the White House in Washington, with one journalist asking,7 "What do you know about the arrest last month of a man in Southern California who is suspected of having planted a car bomb that killed Rosemary Nelson in Northern Ireland?"

The terse answer from spokesman James Rubin was, "Yeah, that sounds to me like a domestic law enforcement matter, and I would refer you to the law enforcement agencies.”

The same article also reported that “the Assistant Chief Constable of Norfolk Constabulary, Colin Port, who's heading the investigation into Nelson's murder in last year's March 15th car bombing, however, told [us] on Sunday last week that he was aware of the arrest, but had no plans to interview Fulton.”

Richard Harvey, a New York-based lawyer, of the Rosemary Nelson Campaign also started asking how Fulton came to be in possession of an arsenal of weapons, including explosives, and why all charges, except possession of drugs, were dramatically dropped that week. He also asked how Fulton got entry into the US and why he could remain on in contravention of immigration law. All this was going on in the background as United States Congress was holding hearings to bring pressure on the British government to hold an independent inquiry into Nelson’s murder.

The explosives and weapons charges were eventually dropped, against the wishes of the local district attorney, who was controversially overruled. The district attorney and arresting officer were only informed about Fulton's loyalist connections when phoned by the Ireland on Sunday newspaper almost two weeks following the Murrieta arrests.

Colin Port was undoubtedly truthful but possibly disingenuous when telling the press there were no plans to interview Jim Fulton. That point was a long way off. What few people knew was that Colin Port, as head of the investigation into the Rosemary Nelson murder, had already put a covert operation in place once Muriel Gibson had been located in Plymouth, Devon, England, and after the arrest of the Fultons in California, the first phase of Operation George had commenced with the assistance of the FBI who were undoubtedly instrumental in dropping the charges against Fulton. Jim Fulton’s California dreaming would soon become his nightmare.


CHAPTER 6

Colin Port

International pressure was building for a thorough and independent inquiry into the horrific murder of Rosemary Nelson. 

As early as 17 March 1999, two days after Nelson’s car was blown up, a resolution condemned the murder of Rosemary Nelson,8 which was referred to the US House of Representatives Committee on International Relations. Amongst other things, it referred to “public knowledge that Rosemary Nelson’s life was threatened on a number of occasions by the RUC Special Branch… the North’s human rights group, the Committee on the Administration of Justice, has called for an independent investigation into Rosemary Nelson’s murder and said it would be ‘untenable’ for the RUC to head the inquiry… the United States should fully support the implementation of the United Nations Special Rapporteur’s recommendation for an independent inquiry into the killing of Belfast lawyer Pat Finucane… calls on the United Nations to condemn these bombings and seek an independent investigation apart from the RUC; calls on the United Nations to form an independent inquiry into the harassment by the RUC of human rights lawyers and the killings of Rosemary Nelson and others.” 

The Good Friday Agreement (GFA), or Belfast Agreement, are two agreements, not one, but almost always referred to in the singular. They were signed on 10 April 1998, designed to end the violence of the Troubles, which had ensued since the late 1960s. It was a major development in the Northern Ireland peace process of the 1990s. Northern Ireland's present devolved system of government is based on the agreement. The agreement also created several institutions between Northern Ireland and the Republic of Ireland, and between the Republic of Ireland and the United Kingdom.

With that in mind, on the day of Rosemary Nelson’s murder and recognising the need for an independent element in the murder investigation, Sir Ronnie Flanagan, then RUC Chief Constable, sought assistance from HM Inspectorate of Constabulary and the Director of the Federal Bureau of Investigation. The result was that Colin Port, the Deputy Chief Constable of Norfolk, was appointed to act as Officer in Overall Command (OIOC) of a murder investigation team (MIT) which became the most extensive murder investigation in the history of Northern Ireland. 

Colin Port had spent most of his police career investigating crime, initially with the Greater Manchester Police, rising through the ranks from Detective Constable to Detective Superintendent in charge of Crime Operations and later as a Detective Chief Superintendent. He became the Head of the Criminal Investigation Department (CID) with the Warwickshire Constabulary. In 1994 he had been appointed Investigations Coordinator to the UN International Criminal Tribunal for the former Yugoslavia and in the following year Director of Investigations to the UN International Criminal Tribunal in Rwanda. In 1996 he became Head of the Southeast Regional Crime Squad. He then became Deputy Chief Constable of Norfolk. He went to Northern Ireland with a great deal of experience, particularly the targeting of serious and organised crime groups, using informants, surveillance, undercover officers and intrusive techniques.

Port was not the first to suggest that the best hope of developing a case against those suspects named in the early intelligence lay in pursuing a proactive investigation which could include both human and technical surveillance. Port had referred to it as a possibility at a meeting on 26 March 1999, when Kent police officers from England, FBI Special Agent John Guido, and senior RUC Special Branch (SB) officers, discussed ‘technical issues and possible opportunities’ and held a ‘general discussion about intelligence versus evidence difficulties and the need to protect intelligence gathering tactics whilst exploring every opportunity to secure evidence in this very important case’. Owing to internal RUC politics, it was clear the SB had some reservations about such a course.

However, in the latter half of 1999, significant opportunities arose which enabled the MIT to initiate surveillance without the assistance of SB, using techniques that were less familiar to those targeted and at times and in places when they were almost certainly less watchful. These opportunities arose when two of the murder suspects left Northern Ireland. In September 1999 one of them, William James (‘Jim’) Fulton, travelled to the USA; another, Muriel Gibson, moved from Portadown, initially to Plymouth and later Cornwall in England. When Jim Fulton returned from the USA to Northern Ireland, he was warned that a threat had been made against his life and so he also moved to Cornwall, where he resided temporarily with Muriel Gibson before finding accommodation of his own. From time to time during the following months both Jim Fulton and Muriel Gibson were visited by others whom the Port MIT regarded as suspects involved in Rosemary Nelson’s murder. 

Port was also familiar with the CHIS – covert human intelligence source – database back in England. It was originally planned to establish a single database containing details of undercover police officers and confidential informants (‘snouts’, as they were informally known). That idea was scrapped, resulting in a separate database of nationally accredited undercover officers (UCOs). With Gibson’s new location in Plymouth and Fulton’s return in mind, Port and others started collating a list of experienced Level 1 undercover officers, those with deep infiltration experience. This list contained the details of the undercover officers who would soon form two teams on the covert intelligence operation, code named George.


 

CHAPTER 7

Down the Rabbit Hole

Unlike in the pioneering undercover cop days of Operation Julie, covert policing is now highly regulated, whether using human or technical resources. If the rules and regulations are broken, even bent or twisted a little, any evidence gleaned is certain to be ruled inadmissible in court hearings. The modern undercover officer is trained to ‘open doors’, in that a target or suspect is unwittingly put in a situation where they have a genuine choice to talk about past or future crimes or voluntarily offer up vital intelligence which may or may not be potential evidence. 

The target cannot be subjected to questioning, otherwise the provisions of Code C of the Police and Criminal Evidence Act 1984 (PACE) come into play. The real issue is whether the undercover officers conducted an interview; in English law that means a conversation including questioning regarding an offence. Answers received by UCs not having cautioned a target who is now a suspect may, depending on the judge, not be used in court as evidence. 

The preparation for any operation involves the UCO meeting with his boss to work out the parameters. All sanctioned actions on the part of any UCO are signed off in advance. In that way, the UCOs know exactly how far they are lawfully allowed to go within each step of the operation.

Elite Level 1 officers know and live by a rule of not disturbing a pre-existing environment. They do not act like a bull in a china shop because if they do targets are more likely to suspect them and no one will trust them. It becomes a long-term process when infiltrating an organised crime group (OCG). In that way, it increases the chances of obtaining the information necessary to prosecute the gang members.

Now that Colin Port had a list of elite UCOs, how best to deploy them against the targets of Jim Fulton and Muriel Gibson?

Through close liaison with the FBI, Port and the embryo Operation George team (which by now was a spin-off from the Rosemary Nelson murder investigation) learnt Fulton was to be deported from the United States back to the United Kingdom. The team realised its best chances of infiltrating the Fulton/Gibson axis – a cabal of two – was to ensure Fulton did not reside in Northern Ireland where the recognised surveillance problems could prevent the effectiveness of any attempted infiltration. Besides, Port’s list of UCOs was full of cops from England, though not necessarily English. Embedding them in Ulster would have been both futile and presented a grave risk to their personal security. 

What happened next was a master stroke by any standards. One undercover team consisting of a man and a woman was deployed in Cornwall with the brief to establish themselves in the local community. They were known as Dave S and Sam, and they set about starting up a small business as market traders in Camborne.

 Liz, another UCO, was deployed to Plymouth where Gibson had been located. Liz was tasked with making the first approach to Gibson in a natural way. As you will see, she succeeded. Eventually, Liz paved the way for Muriel Gibson to tell Jim Fulton that Liz’s fella, who was another UCO called Neil, was looking for a driver. 

Simultaneously, someone or possibly more than one person whispered into Jim Fulton’s ear whilst he was still in California, “You want to think twice about where to go when you get back to the UK.”

“Why?” Fulton asked.

“There’s a story doing the rounds, you’re on a hit list back in Belfast.”

Was one of the whisperers someone from the FBI? Your guess is as good as ours, but we know they were actors on the stage at this time and close to Port’s MIT. It’s also known that Fulton was covertly recorded whilst in custody in the United States when he denied killing Rosemary Nelson to a fellow prisoner. That sounds like the FBI. 

That same ‘story’ may have also been fed to Muriel Gibson, who would undoubtedly pass it on to Fulton, probably through his lawyer in the States or her kids in Murrieta. It’s an educated guess the ‘rumour’ was deliberately started at the instigation of Port, who utilised the array of law enforcement and security services in Belfast and elsewhere to propagate the rumour throughout all the loyalist haunts. The Metropolitan Police Service (MPS or Met) Special Branch also played its part. Dame Stella Rimington, former Director General of the Security Service, explained in a lecture9 how “Special Branches [act] as the main interface between the Security Service and the Police Service as a whole.”  The Met’s SB has responsibility for policing Heathrow and other major ports. Have you ever noticed the man in plain clothes standing close to the passport control booths at the airport? You know, the guy with the frown. The chances are he’s Special Branch and keeping a close eye on arrivals. One did when Fulton arrived at Heathrow and took him to a nearby interview room where Fulton once more was told about a death threat. Despite the reinforcement of the message, Fulton carried on and returned to Belfast, undoubtedly because he wished to be reunited with his wife and children who had all returned from California at an earlier time.

Nonetheless, Fulton and his family did return to England after he had spent one month in his County Armagh hangouts, owing to a combination of unease on his part and Gibson telling him about a golden opportunity. All these initial steps were part of creating an ‘open door’, inviting Fulton to walk in and join his friend Muriel Gibson to ‘disappear down the rabbit hole’. In the controlled vacuum created by Operation George, the task would be to create an environment in which Fulton and Gibson would talk freely about events in Northern Ireland. 

Some of the players in the Operation George sting would soon be in place, but it would be a long way from the denouement, one which draws comparisons with the movie The Sting. The title refers to the moment when a con artist finishes the "play" and takes the mark's money. If a con is successful, the mark does not realize he has been cheated until the con men are long gone, if at all.

The Sting? The Truman Show? Alice in Wonderland? Get the picture? Pun intended.


CHAPTER 8

Liz

The first thing Liz knew about Operation George was late September 1999, when Trevor in the Undercover Office called her asking if she, “Fancied a bit of work?” That was a question she had been asked many times before, owing to her lengthy experiences of undercover roles infiltrating criminal gangs. 

 “Oh yeah, what is it this time, a handbag on the arm of … let me guess…” 

Trev cut across her. “No Liz, this is a proper bit of work. It does not come without a slice of risk, and you’ll be working alone initially. I can’t say anything more now over the phone – the boss wants you to come into the office for a sit-down chat tomorrow at two. Can you make it?”

“Bloody hell, Trev, you know how to get a girl excited. Two it is!” Liz killed the call and carried on completing the report she was crafting about her latest deployment. Liz was a seasoned UCO who had worked on infiltrations for many years across the UK.  This next role was different: rather than a gang, there was just one person’s world she was to infiltrate. 

At five to two the next day she walked into the Cover Office and acknowledged Trev with a nod and a swift hello. Trev, just finishing off the final touches to three coffees, asked, “No sugar, right?”

“Right, no sugar, what’s the job about, mate?”

“I honestly can’t say a word. I’ve been sworn to secrecy, as will you in a minute. The boss is on the phone as we speak. When he’s finished, we’re in and everything will be made clear. But I can tell you this: it’s fucking big and you have been handpicked.” 

Liz grabbed her brew and sat at the nearest empty desk. She knew she wouldn’t be disturbed by its regular occupant, Sam, as she was out on the plot in another part of the UK working a market stall with Dave, usually known as Dave S, owing to Dave being a common name for UCOs. 

After a few minutes, the boss’s door opened and Len, the gaffer, crossed the office to Liz and greeted her with a handshake and invited her and Trev into his office. Making his way to his desk, he said, “Right, Liz, what’s Trev told you about this bit of work?”

Settling into a chair, Liz avoided eye contact with the boss until the last few syllables of his question. “Zero, nothing, nada, jack shit, boss, other than there is a bit of risk wrapped round it and I’m on my own. So apart from that, nothing, boss.”

Satisfied, the boss took his seat behind his sparsely furnished desktop decorated with only a landline telephone, a mobile phone, and a twenty-pack of Silk Cut cigarettes besides a lighter inscribed: ‘To Len, best of luck on your promotion.’ From a drawer, he pulled out a chunky blue folder marked ‘Operation George.’

On setting down the folder, his piercing eyes locked on to Liz’s. “Good, and that’s how we’re going to play this one, Liz. Before I go any further, what have you got in your diary for the next three to six months?”

Liz knew this wasn’t an unusual question for a UCO to be asked when there is the possibility of a bit of work on the table. Undercover officers are like every other grown-up on the planet; they have stuff they have to deal with in their private, home and working life. Liz was no exception to this rule. She had a fella, Tommy, who wasn’t a cop but was supportive in her chosen role. He knew there were times that she would be away on a job for prolonged periods of time. Contact wasn’t easy. He couldn’t just pick up his phone and call her throw-away phone from his mobile or house phone. That would leave a footprint on Liz’s phone record which in time could be pored over by a defence team of barristers. Her job phone or personal mobile would be switched off and held by her Cover Officer when she was on the plot. To keep a line of communication open for emergency, Liz always ensured that Tommy had a list of the first names of the Cover Officers and their job mobile numbers, just in case. Tommy knew the Cover team from downtown piss-ups and barbeques in the back gardens of their homes. He was trusted and part of the undercover family and therefore looked after by all the team members.

So, family life and potential issues. No issues. Tick that box.

The job Liz had just finished would take more than six months to get anywhere near the Crown Court and if she, the Operational Team and the Crown Prosecution Services (CPS) had done their jobs correctly, her role should have been protected under Public Interest Immunity (PII10). However, there was always the chance that she could be called for a closed-door hearing with the trial judge over a part of her submitted evidence and or role.  You can’t call the odds on that, and you just have to roll with it.

So, work issues. None. Tick.

Privately, Liz was thinking of settling down to a more stable lifestyle and maybe sitting the promotion exam to boost her pension and to share her knowledge and experience with the new breed of police officers who were prepared to enter this challenging and exciting world of undercover policing. Well, Liz thought, another six months isn’t going to make that much of a difference.

 So, private issues. None. Tick.

Breaking free from her thoughts, Liz said, “Just finishing off my report and exxies [expense claims] from the last op, boss. A week away with Tommy, it was going to be two weeks, but he’s arranged and paid for a trip to Spain golfing with his mates because he didn’t expect me home for another couple of weeks. Typical. So, I’m all yours. What you got, boss?”

“What I’ve got in this folder is ‘Operation George’. This is going to be a trail blazer. Never have UK Police Plc done anything like this, it’s unique. What you are about to hear doesn’t leave this office. I’ll give you an outline without going into detail because if you don’t fancy it, no worries, walk away and no one will think less of you. But before going into the finer detail, I have to know that you want this job.”

Liz looked at Trev and then at Len with a frown. “Bloody hell, you’re asking me to sign up for a job you’ve told me nothing about. I can walk away, no bother. I’ll be working alone and there is, in your words, a slice of risk. Where is it and what is it, can you tell me that?”

“Okay,” said Len and then, after a slight pause, “there is a female in the West Country that we want you to befriend. She is of great interest to several UK law enforcement agencies. She is the key to an international operation, and we need someone to turn that key. That someone could just be you, Liz. In or out?”

Not one for using bad language in front of the boss but having a full vocabulary when needed and appropriate, Liz responded, “For fuck’s sake, I’m none the wiser but you have got my complete and undivided attention. Count me in on this once in a lifetime opportunity. I’m intrigued and a hundred percent in. Now for god’s sake, tell me what the fuck it’s all about.”

The atmosphere in the boss’s office lightened and Len opened the file. He began, “Operation George is a deep undercover operation. It is a post-murder enquiry into the killing of a prominent Catholic solicitor, Ms Rosemary Nelson. The murder took place in Northern Ireland on 15 March 1999. We suspect the LVF. One of their members, Muriel Gibson, has left Northern Ireland and taken up residence in a bed and breakfast in Plymouth.”

There was enough in this short summary to get Liz’s mind working. She snapped off three questions: “Do we have a plan? Who am I working for? Who’s my cover?”

Trev replied without hesitation, “I’m going to cover, and I’ve got an idea of a plan about why you have just suddenly dropped out of the sky. I have read the file inside out, backwards forwards and upside down and there is stuff in there that you don’t need to know. Trust me.”

 “Always,” Liz replied. 

Trev continued, “You know your safety is paramount at all times and I won’t hold back on any info that compromises that. But there is stuff we’d rather you found out for yourself by getting close to Gibson and winning over her confidence.”

“Yeah, I get that, and I much prefer it coming from the target, then my reaction to it is very natural. Who am I working for?”

Len took over. “This is a Royal Ulster Constabulary job being run out of Northern Ireland. the OIOC [Officer in Overall Command] is Deputy Chief Constable Colin Port from Norfolk Old Bill. Port is a top, top, cop, career detective with some big jobs under his belt; he’s been appointed head of the investigation.” 

Liz looked somewhat puzzled. “Excuse me for asking, but why is the DCC of Norfolk heading up a job for the RUC?” 

Len looked across at Liz with an eyebrow raised. “That’s a good question, Liz. Let’s just put that down to politics and park that there for the mo, mate.”

“Okay. What’s my way into this Muriel Gibson of Plymouth, pray tell?” asked Liz.

“How do you feel about escaping a domestic situation, Liz, as a cover story? That could explain why you have moved into B&B accommodation,” Trev said.

“Yeah, I can work something around that, let’s build on it a bit more. I don’t want to appear vulnerable or a pushover to this target. Been there, done that, too many pitfalls. We need to be thinking two steps ahead so let’s not open doors for her. I’ll take the domestic angle but not violence; I don’t really want to appear a victim. How about the domestic thing is I’m married and having a relationship with a guy, long term relationship, and we’re looking at taking it to the next level and leaving my other half is the next step. That’s why I’m in Plymouth, and it will give me an excuse for going on the missing list now and then. Dirty weekend away with my fella! I’m liking the sound of this bit of work now.”

Trev chipped in with a touch of caution in his voice. “Easy, Liz, it’s only make believe and Tommy’s a mate. I get your point about appearing vulnerable and a victim. So shagging, notionally of course, mate, some fella from Plymouth might be a good line to run out. Yeah, I like that, and it gives us some flexibility on the plot.”

 “Listen, Liz,’ Len said, ‘this job, this bit of work, it will be, and you will be tightly controlled and directed. Every idea you come up with or we come up with, every next move you want to make, has got to be given the green light by the Op Team. There is no fucking about with that. You are going to be a cog in a machine. There is stuff going on here, over in Ireland and in other places, a lot of moving parts. It’s a bit like three-dimensional chess, and Colin Port and his team can see the whole of the board and they decide what piece moves next and where it moves to. I can’t stress that enough, Liz.”

Liz sucked up a lung full of air then exhaled. “Wow! What about going to the loo? Do I need permission, or can we assume that’s a given?” Both men smiled as she continued, “No, seriously boss if you say jump, I’ll ask how high before I take off. I trust you guys to look after me and to watch my back, if you’re happy with what’s going on I’m totally relaxed about it.”

The next steps were put in motion over the next few days, the three of them having further meetings to plan it all. 

Liz was going to use one of her covert identities that was locked away in a secure steel cabinet bolted to the floor and wall inside the office. She picked out a sealed brown envelope with the name Liz Taylor written across the front. Tipping the contents out, she checked the driving licence and refreshed her memory with the address and postcode. There were also a Lloyds Bank debit and credit card in the same name registered to the same address as the driving licence. A Tesco club card, B&Q loyalty card in the name of Taylor, half a book of postage stamps and a Costa Coffee loyalty card made up the remainder of the contents of the Liz Taylor alias. She gathered them up and placed them into the various pockets and compartments of an empty designer purse she had picked up at a car boot sale a few weeks earlier for a couple of quid. I knew this was a good buy, she thought. Trev gave her £180 in various notes from the cash box which Liz stuffed into the YSL purse together with some coins from her own purse. Trevor then picked up a couple of Undercover Officers’ Notebooks and secured them in his own rucksack.

“We haven’t mentioned a car. What am I going to use as transport, Trev?” Liz enquired of her Cover Officer. 

“Your car is being fitted out as we speak. They had a bit of a technical issue with a piece of kit and the hard wiring or something. The guy did explain it to me, but it was all rocket science to me and went straight over my nut. It’s coming, don’t worry, might not be here till next week. I’ll drop you by the train station and you can get a cab from there.”

“Why can’t we just wait a week, Trev?”

“They want you on the ground this week, Liz. Remember what the boss said: three-dimensional chess. On another point, this fella you’ve left home for, has he got a name?”

“A name? ‘Course he’s got a name!”

“What is it?” Trev said.

Liz thought, Keep the lie as close to the truth as possible, easy to remember that way.

“Before me and Tommy got together, I had a fling with a guy who would have given his world for me, but the timing wasn’t right. He was called Neil. So, let’s call my fella Neil,” she said. 

“Okay. They want you to give Neil the profile of a wealthy businessman who has his fingers into several pies. The sort of guy that on the face of it looks hundred percent legit. Neil plays his cards close to his chest, but he’s got properties and business interests in the UK and Europe. Don’t go into detail about Neil’s business, but make sure you let Muriel think he’s not a straight runner, that he has an edge to him.” 

“Is this the new man in my life then? He’d better not be a minger or a fat bastard. I’ve got standards, Trev, and I’m not dropping them for Colin Port,” Liz said.

Both officers laughed and finished off their preparations. Trev tossed a box towards Liz that contained her new throw-away phone. Trev had paid cash for the phone from a phone shop out of the area and paid for the call credit in the same way. It wasn’t traceable to any individual. “Here you are, Liz. I’ve plumped my new number in under Trev, the rest is up to you to download apps and numbers. You don’t want to look like billy-no-mates on the plot, do you?”

Liz took the phone out of the box and discarded everything other than the charger and the USB connector. “Where did you get this, Trev? Toys ‘R’ Us? It’s a piece of crap, mate, and the colour is awful. Why couldn’t you let me get my own phone?”

“The op team needed your number on the hurry up. Sorry about the colour, Liz, but it suits your eyes,” Trev said. 

“It’s bright red, Trev.”

“As I said, it suits your eyes.”

Liz shook her head and said in her best West Country accent, “Wanker!”

Trev, laughing, said, “It’s the West Country you’re heading for. So why the fuck are you speaking Welsh?”

“Wanker!” Liz repeated in what she believed was a West Country accent, but there was no discernible difference between both attempts.


CHAPTER 9

Exeter

The next morning Trev and Liz travelled to a hotel just outside of Exeter and went straight to room 26. On arrival at the room, Trev gave a soft tap. The door opened for Liz to see a man who was a stranger to her. She later found out his name was Barry. It was clear from the greeting that Trev and Barry had met before, and Liz speculated they had met and had numerous phone calls leading up to this meeting. On entering the room, Liz saw another woman who stood to approach Liz and introduced herself as Kate, and then busied herself with arranging hot drinks. Liz was under the impression that Barry outranked Kate and herself. Not that it was any big deal, for Liz knew, as did all experienced UCOs, it’s your role not your rank that dictates your status in the group. Barry informed the small group they were just waiting for the Detective Inspector (DI) to arrive. 

It was the DI’s job to brief Liz and issue her with a Pocket Notebook (PNB): a process that all in the room had taken part in before. There was a lot of small talk going on about this and that but nothing about Liz’s deployment. This weighed on Liz’s mind a bit, but not to the point of ‘what the fuck, can we talk about the elephant in the room’. She knew this was different to anything else she had been involved with before and started to realise that she was the key, the starter cog of what was clearly going to be a long job. Liz had been deployed on infiltrations before, but always with a partner. This was different. She was going to be gathering evidence and not intelligence. That evidence would have to be eventually transformed into reams of typed transcripts of covert recordings suitable to put in front of a judge. She was to work alone and knew that first in was the most difficult part of any undercover operation. You fail then the job fails.  

After another soft tap at the door a young guy who introduced himself as Andy Stevens entered. Liz correctly guessed that he was the DI. A mug of coffee was pushed his way and there were smiles all round. Liz was expecting an Irish accent, but this guy was a cockney. He gave the room an up-to-date briefing on the operation so far. Muriel Gibson was living in the B&B; she used the phone box at the end of the street once a week on a Wednesday at around six pm. She enjoyed a game of bingo on a Thursday night. Her favoured café was ‘Beach Cafe’ where she would go to for a sandwich with coffee during the day and read trash mags. Muriel had found herself a local drug dealer who was known to police for supplying class ‘B’ Cannabis and Class ‘A’ Cocaine and Ecstasy. She was also obtaining drugs on prescription from her doctor.

Liz thought, This is going to be challenging – a pot smoking, pill popping, bingo nut who reads fucking trash mags. 

Many outside of the police force, and even some inside it, think that undercover work is sexy and high adrenaline stuff. Liz, on hearing about her target, would have begged to differ. 

Andy continued his briefing, treading carefully so as not to give Liz information that she would not need. “Your job is to befriend Gibson and let her talk. See what she says. Record it and bring it back to me. Remember, this is a post murder inquiry. Be careful when you engage her in conversation that you don’t interview her. Let her talk. It’s not your job to question her about any criminal offences. Code C and PACE always apply. I repeat, always. Clear, Liz?”

“Clear, boss,” Liz said. 

Andy continued, “The guy Neil, your fella. Just gently introduce him by name and that you and he are close. Leave Gibson with the impression he’s a bit of a gangster type of guy. Don’t go too deep into it. We just want him painted into the background at this time in case we can work something in later. Okay?”

“Got it boss, no problem,” Liz said. 

Trev crossed the room and handed Liz her recording device and a supply of tapes. “That will keep you going for a while, Liz,” he said as she took the equipment from him.

The boss produced photographs of Gibson. They were a mixture of surveillance and mug shots. Liz made a mental image in her head of Gibson’s face. Never to be forgotten. The DI concluded by informing Liz that there was a ‘Vacancy’ sign in the window of the B & B right now. Liz thought, Bite the bullet, girl, and go get yourself a bed for the night. Then she said, “Right then, let’s get this show on the road.” Liz looked towards Andy and asked if he had a phone number of the B&B. “I’ll try booking a room over the phone,” she said to no one in particular.

Liz took herself off and, sitting in Trevor’s car on the car park outside, she made the call. The phone in the B&B was answered by a female who introduced herself as Marie. Liz enquired about any vacancies and the cost and was booked into room 3 within minutes. “Yeah, Liz Taylor, thanks. I’ll see you soon, thank you so much, you’re a godsend, Marie.” Liz finished her call and returned to the hotel room. She updated the group and started to write her notes in a PNB given to her by Trev. She recorded that she had been briefed by DI Stevens; she had seen photographs identified by their exhibit marks and made a phone call to the B&B; she had then spoken with Marie and booked into room 3. The boss signed off the notes, as did Liz, and handed the book back to Trev for safe keeping.

When the meeting broke up, Liz and Trev got into Trev’s car. Liz handed over her job and personal mobile phones, and handbag containing her real life. Trevor placed the items into his rucksack and checked that Tommy had his number if needed. “Yeah, he’s got it, do me a favour will you? Just drop him a text every day or so and let him know I’m alive and kicking mate, ta,” Liz said.

“As always, mate,” he replied. Trev dropped Liz off outside the train station. Just before she got out of the car they agreed on a safe word or phrase: something the UCO could use in a telephone conversation without attracting attention from others. It would alert the Cover Officer that the UCO was in danger of some kind and needed extracting immediately. It was essential the word or phrase had to fit into a normal conversation. They decided on, ‘What fucking sunshine?’   

Liz stood outside the train station with her suitcase.  Just in case someone had noticed her getting out of the car, she made her way into the ticket hall and bought a newspaper, then made her way into the buffet bar for a coffee. She was now alone and about to enter the world of a terrorist, Muriel Gibson.  She thought for a moment about the people sat around her. What would they think if they knew she was an undercover police officer, deployed against a Northern Irish Terrorist? These people were just going about their daily routine, but there she was amongst them, a lone female on a dangerous deployment. None of them knew the real Liz, who had a four-bedroom detached house in Middle England, took expensive holidays with the love of her life, organised barbeques in her back garden and got pissed with girlfriends on a Saturday night. Like all experienced UCOs, Liz was now in role, dismissing all thoughts of her personal life, and started to look forward to a cheap B&B in Plymouth. 

It was a short journey on the train from Exeter to Plymouth. On arriving at Plymouth, she walked out of the station towards the taxi rank. From there, she took a cab to her new home.  She paid the driver while still seated in the back seat. Once out of the cab, she put her throw-away burner phone to her ear with one hand and activated her recording device with the other. Liz didn’t know who she would run into when she entered the B&B. It could possibly be Muriel Gibson. So, on went the device. The first of many recordings that Operation George would generate. 

Tape one. Day one. 

Liz was greeted by the lady she had spoken to on the phone. “Is it Liz?” she asked. 

“Yeah, that’s me, and you must be Marie, pleased to meet you and thanks for doing this at short notice.”

Marie gave Liz the keys to room 3 and directed her towards the first floor. Once in the room Liz gave it the quick once over. It was clean, spacious and had a window that looked out over the street. First things first, let’s find a hide for the tricky stuff, she thought. The room had an ensuite. Liz managed to pull the plastic trim away from under the shower tray which provided an ideal place to stash her recorder and tapes. 

The first week Liz made sure she visited the ‘Beach Café’ every day to build up a relationship and legend with the café staff. She addressed Pauline behind the counter as if she had gone to school with her. “Morning Liz, coffee no sugar?” Pauline would call out as Liz walked in. 

Job done, I’m a local, well as far as Pauline is concerned. Liz hinted about her complicated love life when chatting with Pauline, knowing that the gossip would spread Liz’s story around the café and local community. Liz knew that was good trade craft. She also fostered the habit of taking a jog along the sea front at around six most evenings. Her route took her along the coastline, passing a public phone box at the end of the street near to the B&B.

In a constant state of readiness, Liz always carried her recording device ready to activate if she saw Gibson, just in case there was a chance of a verbal exchange. On two occasions in the first week she acknowledged a female who was waiting outside the phone box, who had commented on her running. The woman spoke with an Irish accent. As Liz got closer and recognised Gibson, she switched on the device, believing a wasted tape is better than a missed opportunity, but that opportunity had not yet presented itself. One week went by and Liz and Gibson never crossed paths in the B&B. Liz was taking the opportunity to download her daily events to Trev via the burner phone on her early evening runs. She thought, A slow start, but that’s the best way. Only fools rush in. 

But then on a Thursday morning Liz popped down for a light breakfast of tea and toast in the breakfast room of the B&B. She was a little later than usual and found the room busy. Gibson was sitting at a table in the bay window with a free seat to her left. Device on and into the room. “Hi, do you mind if I join you?” Liz said.

 “No, for sure I’d enjoy the company, come on sit yourself down,” Gibson replied. First contact. 

“I’m Liz, how are you doing?” 

“Oh, you know, good days and bad days. Today looks like it might be a good day,” Muriel said in that strong, unmistakeable Northern Irish accent. 

Liz thought, Yeah, good day for me, but a shit day for you, love.

Muriel mentioned that she had seen Liz around the place and didn’t want to intrude because she seemed preoccupied. Liz didn’t push the relationship and reacted to Gibson’s comments with, “Well, you know what they say, men…you can’t live with them, and you can’t live without them.” 

Muriel laughed. “I could give you lessons in men, love.”

The new friends continued with social chit chat. After breakfast, the two women went their own way. Liz had signed up at the local leisure centre that was equipped with a pool and gym. The job was paying so let’s enjoy it was her motto.  The rest of her days were filled by walking around the city centre, window shopping, or reading a good book on Plymouth Hoe, the large south-facing open public space. It was impossible not to think of her real life during the ‘idle hours.’

The arrangements around this deployment effectively meant Liz had no real life for the first two weeks. But Tommy would be home soon from his trip abroad. She contacted Trev and asked if she could clear the plot early on Thursday. Trevor suggested he pick her up at the drop off point on Wednesday after breakfast, and they could make their way to the hotel in Exeter for a bottle of vino and a meal, followed by a debrief on Thursday, and then Liz was free for a long weekend. 

When an undercover officer says he or she worked undercover for five or ten years or more, it does not mean they worked undercover for three hundred and sixty-five days every year of their undercover career. All UCOs all have a life outside the job. Liz was no different. So, with the offer of a long weekend on the table there was no contest. “Yeah, that sounds like a plan, Trev, let’s do it. Dinner’s on you. Cheers, mate.”


CHAPTER 10

Cornwall

The following day, Liz was sitting on Plymouth Hoe reading a romantic paperback she had picked up in one of the charity shops. Always aware of her surroundings, she noticed Gibson heading her way. Bang. On went the recorder. Liz knew that Gibson would stop and chat. 

 “How’s it going, Liz?”

 “Oh, hi, Muriel,” Liz said with nonchalance before adding, “Yeah, it’s going as good as it can be. What about you?” 

Muriel sat down on the bench next to Liz, looking out to sea. “I’ve been down the council banging the desk about getting a house. That B&B is driving me fucking nuts. Apparently, the council here have an agreement with other councils, and I could end up in a place in Devon, Dorset, Somerset or Cornwall, which ever one comes up first. What about yourself, love?”

“I’m in a different situation to you, Muriel. I’ve got a house, but I can’t live in it any more with him. It’s a long story for another time maybe.”

“Don’t worry love, Pauline in the café mentioned you had men problems. We’ve all been there. If you ever need a friend to just talk to, I’m here for you, love.”

“That’s kind of you, Muriel, thanks. My sister has invited me down for a few days. I might take her up on it. Her husband is away working, and we can have some girlie time.”

“That’s the spirit, love, get yourself off and have a change of scenery for a few days, it will do you the world of good. I’m off to the Beach Café for a late dinner or an early tea. I’ll see you later, love.” With that, Muriel stood up and walked off in the direction of the café.

That is one of the fundamental bits of trade craft a UCO must develop. It’s okay having a story about what you’re doing in a place and where you came from. What you must have, is a believable and sustainable reason on why you disappear every now and then. “Where do you go to?” is a common question. So, you’ve got to have a reason why you disappear. UCOs all have a normal life with the same demands as everyone else. So, Liz dropped her sister into the mix.
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