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PROLOGUE


 


Most murder investigations start with a dead body. The investigation is almost formulaic. The crime scene is examined and lines of enquiry are developed. A post-mortem examination takes place which normally gives you a cause of death. Witnesses are interviewed, CCTV and telecommunications data examined, so that by the time you are searching addresses you know at least what you are looking for.


Each homicide team in London – there were twenty-four in 2005 – was led by a detective chief inspector or DCI. He (there were no female DCIs at that time) oversaw either two or three detective inspectors, five detective sergeants, a dozen or so detective constables and a number of civilian support staff. That’s what it said on paper, anyway.


The fact that I found myself in charge of Team 16 on the world-famous Metropolitan Police Homicide and Serious Crime Command was a stroke of great good fortune. Just before Banaz Mahmod went missing, my DCI handed in his notice. Out of the three of us detective inspectors on Team 16, one was brand new and the other was offered a job elsewhere. I soon found myself acting DCI by default.


At any one time, three out of the twenty-four teams are “on call”, covering the initial response to all murders across London. Another team might then take over an investigation based on their capacity. That is known as being “in the frame”, a legacy from the days when a team’s details were literally entered into a wooden frame at Scotland Yard. Each team would already be dealing with between ten and fifteen murders at various stages of investigation. But nobody likes handing jobs over to another team. The honest truth is that homicide investigation work is absolutely fascinating. Sad – yes. Horrifying even, but interesting and rewarding like nothing else I have ever experienced.


When Banaz went missing, Team 16 were on call, with me at the helm for the first time, and I was determined to prove myself. As the saying goes, “be careful what you wish for”. My first case as DCI did not start with a body. There was no post-mortem, not even a crime scene. Everything about the investigation was upside down, it was like working in reverse. We didn’t know who or what we were looking for. Unlike most murders, we didn’t even know if this one had happened.










PART ONE


FINDING BANAZ










MISSING


Lewisham, South London, January 2006


The call almost always comes in the wee small hours, when you are awakened from a deep sleep by the mobile ringing. You stand there in the freezing cold, trying to keep your voice down so you don’t wake the family, trying to clear your head enough to take in the vital information and planning, even while you are still taking in the details, what needs to be done, when and by whom.


Police refer to the initial response to any critical incident as the “golden hour”. Those first crucial minutes after a crime has been reported might be your only opportunity to gather vital evidence, to seize exhibits and to trace witnesses and suspects. If you mess it up at the beginning, it is very difficult, sometimes impossible, to recover it later. There is nothing quite like it for focussing the mind.


The call that sparked this investigation, however, didn’t happen like that. It came late one January afternoon from a detective inspector (DI) based at Merton. He was calling the Homicide Command for advice as he was worried about one of his missing persons.


A missing-persons investigation can be difficult to get right. With some cases, like missing children, you know you have to throw everything you have at it in order to recover the child as quickly as possible. If a child has been abducted, statistics show that there is only a small time window before the child is killed.


With missing adults, however, it is far more difficult. Adults go missing for all sorts of reasons – maybe because they want to, maybe because they haven’t thought to tell someone where they are. They have greater means and motive to go missing than children and, on the whole, are less vulnerable. For that reason, far fewer police resources are expended on investigating missing adults unless there are very obvious aggravating factors.


The story told to me by the local DI was this: he was investigating the disappearance of a young Kurdish woman by the name of Banaz Mahmod. Banaz had been the subject of an arranged marriage, but had left her husband in July the previous year due to physical and sexual abuse, returning to live with her parents in south London. She had subsequently started a relationship with another man, Rahmat Suleimani, and it was he who was now reporting her missing.


Rahmat had explained that for a Kurdish woman to leave her husband brought shame on the whole community and that it was common for the woman to be killed by her family in order to restore their honour. He claimed that Banaz’s uncle, Ari Mahmod, had threatened to kill both him and Banaz, and had in fact already made attempts on both of their lives.


Police records confirmed that eight weeks earlier, Banaz had indeed reported that her uncle Ari had threatened to kill her. Uniformed police officers had visited Banaz’s address and spoken to her parents, who were absolutely adamant that they did not want to report her as a missing person. They told police they were very liberal parents. Their daughters were free to come and go as they pleased and frequently stayed out overnight. With that, the police had withdrawn from the property. If the parents were happy, surely there was no cause for concern?


But Rahmat was persistent. He insisted that the parents were lying. Nothing could be further from the truth, he claimed: the daughters were virtually prisoners in their own home. The detective inspector and I agreed that there was enough to make us concerned for Banaz’s welfare.


The Homicide Command in those days were mandated to take on other serious crime at their discretion. Successive swingeing government cut-backs had resulted in resources for local police stations being absolutely squeezed dry to the point where it was a struggle to investigate even the most basic offences. The fact that their results were as good as they were was a tribute to the commitment of the men and women who made the system work. But an investigation such as a high-risk missing person, particularly one with multiple suspects, would effectively wipe out a borough’s investigative and analytical resources.


The DI was fully aware that without proof that Banaz was dead, the chances of the Homicide Command taking on the job were pretty minimal. He was just doing the responsible thing and touching base to see if there was anything I could suggest that he hadn’t already thought of, two heads being better than one and all that. But I had been in his position, having spent three years as a DI in Lambeth. I knew just what it was like to cope with the onslaught, the non-stop tide of major crime, all the rapes, robberies and assaults, each with its potential for complaints and community dissatisfaction.


I offered him a compromise. Together we came up with an investigative strategy which he would manage with his own resources over the next twenty-four hours. If, after all the basic enquiries were exhausted, there was still no sign of Banaz, I would take the investigation off his hands.


The plan was to treat Rahmat and Banaz’s parents and uncle as significant witnesses at that stage. We had insufficient information to treat them as suspects. I wanted thorough, comprehensive searches at Banaz’s home address, Rahmat’s address, Uncle Ari’s address and Banaz’s grandmother’s address. Every loft, basement and outbuilding needed to be searched and I wanted any phones, computers, diaries, bank statements, travel cards – absolutely anything from which we could glean information about Banaz’s lifestyle and movements.


I wanted those closest to her to commit to an account, both to provide me with all the relevant information and so I could get a feel for those involved, Rahmat included. At that stage, I didn’t know what his involvement or motivation was. After all, he wouldn’t be the first young man to murder his girlfriend and then report her missing.


The detective inspector and I agreed to speak again in twenty-four hours. The date was 26 January 2006 and my life was just about to change.


 


While the local officers went off to carry out their enquiries on the Banaz case, life went on as normal for us on the Homicide Command. It was a frenetic on-call week and the calls came in thick and fast. A man had fallen from a tower block and it was alleged he had been pushed. A woman had been found dead in a burning flat and it was considered suspicious. One man had been found dead in his bath. Another was in hospital with life-threatening stab injuries. A woman had died of a drug overdose and there was an allegation a third party had administered the drugs. Somebody else had died in hospital and it was alleged that a relative had “euthanised” them. And so it went on. We were doing the usual balancing act: attending crime scenes, going to post-mortem examinations and making numerous enquiries in addition to managing another dozen or so live murder inquiries.


The twenty-four hours I had agreed with the local DI passed in the blink of an eye. He called me back in the late afternoon to tell me that he had completed all of our agreed actions and there was still no trace of Banaz. Without further ado, my fellow DI Rick Murphy and I rallied our team together and headed off from our base in Lewisham, south east London, to Wimbledon police station in the south west.


Rick Murphy was an experienced detective, a tenacious, gritty investigator and nobody’s fool. We had not yet had the opportunity to work together as I had just returned from a lengthy trial at the Old Bailey, but it is fair to say we got on like a house on fire right from the get-go. He was a few years younger than me, but we were both outspoken Londoners, both Spurs supporters (God help us), and we both gave body and soul for The Job. I loved his sense of humour and hunger for work.


Over at Wimbledon, the tiny briefing room was packed to capacity with homicide detectives and local officers who had been managing the inquiry thus far. There was the palpable sense of heightened anticipation that always comes with taking over a new investigation. Thirty notebooks opened and detectives started scribbling furiously as the local officers told us what they knew.


Banaz Mahmod was a nineteen-year-old woman of Iraqi Kurdish origin. She had come to the UK with her family when she was ten, fleeing from Saddam Hussein’s regime. She had four sisters and an older brother. Banaz had attended local schools until the age of sixteen, when she married a man called Ali Abass Homar. In July 2005, after only two years of marriage, Banaz left her husband and moved back in with her parents.


Records suggested that Banaz had repeatedly come into contact with the police, both during her relationship with her husband and after. She had reported that she had been repeatedly raped and beaten by her husband. As well as reporting that her uncle had threatened to kill her and Rahmat, she had also told the police her father had attempted to kill her on New Year’s Eve. She even presented the police with a list of those she thought wished her harm. Rahmat, too, had come to the police to inform them of an attempt on his life at the hands of several on that list.


On 24 January 2006, the day before Rahmat reported her missing, Banaz had another appointment with the police, but she never showed up. We would come to wonder what more it would have taken for her to make the desperate nature of her situation clear to the police.


 


In addition to tracing all of the police reports, the local police had also interviewed Banaz’s father, Mahmod Babakir Mahmod, her mother, Behya, and her uncle Ari as significant witnesses.


Mahmod was the eldest of four brothers. Neither he nor his wife worked. They lived in a modest semi-detached house at 225 Morden Road, Morden, a suburb of south west London. Also living at home were his only son and his youngest daughter, then aged sixteen. Two more daughters were married and living elsewhere. Another daughter was believed to be estranged from the family, but little was known about her. All of them would later become hugely relevant to the inquiry.


In the interview, Mahmod described Ali Abass Homar as the “David Beckham” of husbands. He was perfect husband material, a man they knew from Qaladiza, the small town where they used to live in Kurdistan. Mahmod said he was aware that there had been “minor” problems in Banaz’s marriage, but provided no details. Banaz left Ali in 2005 and one month later said she was in love with another man. Mahmod had met Rahmat and was OK about their relationship. His daughters were free to come and go as they pleased and it was not unusual for Banaz to stay out for a day or two. When asked about the events of New Year’s Eve, he described his daughter as a foolish young woman experimenting with alcohol. He had last seen Banaz on the night of 23 January. He was aware that she was going to the police the following day but had no idea what for. This account of his last sighting of Banaz was noted to differ from one that he had given to another officer, to whom he had stated that he saw Banaz on the morning of the 24th when she was wearing blue jeans and a dark top. Mahmod also claimed to be estranged from his younger brother, Ari, and said they had barely spoken to each other for a long time.


Ari Mahmod was far wealthier than his older brother, being the owner of several businesses. At that time, it was known that he owned a couple of supermarkets and was also renovating a large property on Wandsworth Road in South Lambeth, which he was converting into flats. Ari lived in a large house in Mitcham, not far from Morden, with his wife, two daughters and one son. His account was that he was aware that Banaz had separated from her husband but was not sure of their legal status. Like his brother, Ari held Ali Abass Homar in high regard. He stated that he had been visited by Ali and his brother back in July or August. Ali had told Ari about his separation from Banaz, and Ari had asked what he might do to help. Ari claimed not to know where the Homar brothers lived. He said that he had last spoken to the brothers two to three months before, when Ali had wanted his assistance to get some property back from Banaz. Ari had advised him to go through Mahmod.


Ari claimed he was neither on good nor bad terms with his brother, Mahmod, though he had not visited him for eight months. But he also said that Mahmod had called on him on the evening of 25 January, the day Banaz was reported missing. Ari had been at the building site on Wandsworth Road. He was standing outside when Mahmod just turned up, unannounced. The brothers went into the back garden where they stood by a bonfire and chatted about renovation, he said.


I could see the team exchanging glances when this was mentioned. The week before, we had dealt with a domestic murder where an Asian man had killed his wife and disposed of her remains by burning them in a bonfire. We made a mental note to examine the remains of the fire, hoping this wasn’t another such grisly incident.


Ari was asked about the events of 2 December, the date on which Banaz alleged he had threatened to kill her and Rahmat. The way Ari told it was this: On 1 December he went to collect his new son-in-law from the airport. To welcome him into the country, he invited the men of the family over to his house. Present at this meeting were his two youngest brothers, a cousin and two men named Mohammed Saleh Ali and Mohammed Hama. Those last two were already on the list that Banaz had drawn up, together with a third man called Omar Hussain. When asked whether Banaz had been discussed at this meeting, Ari stated that she had cropped up in conversation, and that they all agreed how happy they were for her that she was in another relationship. Ari was aware that Banaz had been photographed kissing Rahmat as he had heard gossip to that effect.


Banaz’s mother, Behya, presented herself as both unwell and unworldly. She had to ask her husband’s permission before speaking to us. Speaking through an interpreter, she said that Banaz, having been seen kissing Rahmat, told her that she had been photographed and threatened. When asked about Ari’s death threat, Behya stated that she remembered getting a telephone call from Ari, but really couldn’t remember whether Ari had threatened to kill Banaz or not. When pressed on the subject, she claimed to be feeling unwell. It was the opinion of the interviewing officer that the illness was put on, an excuse not to answer questions.


Behya also claimed to have last seen Banaz on the morning of 24 January. She said she saw Banaz sleeping on the living room floor. This is where Banaz slept, there being no room for her elsewhere. She described her as naked apart from a pair of shorts, which differed from both of the accounts given by Banaz’s father. She knew Banaz was due at the police station that day, but did not know what for. She brought her daughter a cup of tea and told her, “Don’t forget you have an appointment at the police station.” The fact that both she and Mahmod knew about that appointment would later become highly significant. She and Mahmod had then taken their youngest daughter to school at about 08:30. They had gone shopping together and returned home at about 10:30, at which time Banaz was no longer there. The bedding was all neatly packed away. Behya had not considered that anything was amiss.


So, there it was. Our job was now to unravel the confused story and find this woman who had reported her own murder and then gone missing. Even at that early stage we had four differing accounts and numerous criminal allegations, as well as multiple potential suspects, witnesses and crime scenes.


We sent the team away to get food and drink – you learn early to eat while you can in situations such as this, as you don’t know when the next opportunity will arise. Rick and I discussed the case with the detective sergeant to determine our next course of action.


“Blimey,” said Rick. “This is a proper ’ead scratcher, innit?”


 


The first thing I had to decide was what it was I was dealing with. Was this a missing-persons inquiry? Was Banaz being held against her will somewhere, or in hiding? Or was she already dead? Was this, in fact, already a murder case? There were a number of hypotheses that presented themselves:


 



	1.
	Banaz was missing of her own volition as the result of a disagreement with the family.





	2.
	Banaz was missing of her own volition as the result of a disagreement with her boyfriend Rahmat and he was using the police to track her down.





	3.
	Banaz was being held against her will by or on behalf of the family.





	4.
	Banaz had been murdered by the family.





	5.
	Banaz had been murdered by Rahmat.





	6.
	Banaz had been murdered by persons unknown.





	7.
	Banaz had come to harm in non-suspicious circumstances and was unable to make contact.




 


We turned over what little information we had in front of us. It did not seem as though Banaz had left of her own volition. Most of her belongings were still at her parents’ address. Her passport was there, as were most of her clothes. Her handbag and mobile phone were missing, but no money had been taken from her bank account and there was no usage on her phone. It had been used at just past midnight on the night of the 23rd to check the credit balance, and analysis of the cell towers showed that this would have been in the area of her home address. It was the lack of use of the mobile that gave us most concern, because this was clearly a young woman who lived on her phone.


Initial analysis of Rahmat’s mobile revealed a whole raft of text messages from Banaz. The texts painted a picture of a couple in a loving relationship. It also showed that, contrary to her parents’ claims, they did not approve of the relationship and it was going on in secret against their wishes. The texts also showed that Banaz was strictly controlled by her father. On one occasion, she told Rahmat, she had had to pretend she was going to buy “period towels”, simply to get away from Mahmod for long enough to send a text.


Banaz texted Rahmat every day. It was the first thing she did every morning as she opened her eyes. On 7 January she had sent him a message which said, “I love you Rahmat, my life, you are my inspiration for getting up every day. You are the reason I am living today.” On 23 January her message read, “Jus be careful, Rahmat, gian, cus I dnt fink I cud live a second widout u. I love you so much xxxxxx”. (Gian is a term of endearment, meaning “my heart”.) The first morning that she didn’t send him a message was the 24th.


Without positive proof that she was already dead, we worked on the proposition that she was still alive, being held against her will somewhere, and from that moment it became a race against time to find her before some further harm befell her. My priorities were therefore to find and recover Banaz, alive if possible, and if not, to recover her body and, either way, to bring her offenders to justice. No slow burn this, no measured, covert operation to trace her without showing our hand. We were past that stage already. Houses had been searched, witnesses interviewed. We had to act quickly.


We called the team back to brief them on our decision and allocate core roles.


I had known Detective Sergeant Andy Craig, or Craigy as he is better known, since the early 1980s. We had both served at Carter Street, a tough patch in Walworth, south east London, where you quickly found out who could be relied upon. As a young PC, Craigy had been highly energetic and enthusiastic. A good footballer, he had ginger hair cut into the wedge style popular in the day. He was an excellent copper with a natural gift for talking to people – not a skill that can be taught but one of the best skills a police officer can possess. I don’t know his secret, but I know you can put him in a room with a suspect who wants to rip your head off your shoulders and half an hour later he’ll have agreed to play in a friendly football match.


Twenty years on, Craigy might have been a bit slower on the pitch and his hair might have receded a bit, but pretty much nothing else had changed. By the time we took over the Banaz investigation, we had worked together at a number of postings. We each liked the way the other worked and I always sought him out for recruitment. We had already worked on several murders together and in my opinion, he had been pivotal in solving all of them. I loved him like the little brother I never had. He called me Smudger – an old Carter Street nickname – or Mum. Everyone knew I detested being called ma’am, and “Mum” was a way of having a dig at that and taking the mickey out of me for being older than the rest of the team. Thanks to Craigy, I soon had e-mails from various lads on the team signing off as Son #5 or Son #6.


Craigy’s role was to run the intelligence team. An all-female team, it consisted of one detective constable, three researchers and our brand new intelligence analyst, Keilly McIntyre. That intel team were fantastic, every one of them willing and diligent.


The other detective sergeant with a core role in the investigation was Stuart Reeves. Stuart, AKA Big Stu, was a gentle giant, weighing in at 22 stone. He was a relative newcomer to the team, having come to us on promotion from another Lewisham homicide team, but he had already made a huge impression. He was unfailingly genial, good natured and highly intelligent. Apart from being hard working and good at his job, he was just so damned likeable – I have still never met a single person who didn’t love Stuart.


We told the team that we were going to conduct a major search-and-arrest operation, hitting numerous addresses simultaneously in the early hours of the following morning. Any address where Banaz could conceivably be was on the list. The logistical difficulties were obvious from the outset. With multiple addresses to search and multiple suspects, this inquiry was going to be massively resource intensive. Even on that first night we had a dozen suspects. Officers worked through the night, obtaining search warrants, researching addresses and suspects, assembling briefing packages, exhibit packages, enforcers and vehicles, and reserving cells. With no time to lose, we begged, borrowed and stole officers from everywhere we could think of: Merton Borough, Lambeth Borough, the Territorial Support Group, other murder teams, dog handlers, traffic police, even officers from the West Midlands and Yorkshire constabularies – anyone who could be spared.


There was something else worrying me. An intelligence report showed that Banaz’s youngest sister was being followed to and from school by Kurdish men. One of the men was believed to be the owner of a Mediterranean grocery shop near Morden Underground station. That was where Banaz and Rahmat had been seen kissing. Was this man significant? Why were people following the little sister? She hadn’t done anything wrong that we were aware of. Was she also at risk?


Meanwhile, our analyst Keilly was already at work trying to trace Banaz’s husband, Ali Abass Homar. A live trace on his mobile phone showed he was not at his home address in Sheffield. Keilly advised me that the data showed he was travelling across the Pennines and had stopped on Saddleworth Moor. In my mind’s eye, I saw the black and white photo of Keith Bennett, the little lad murdered by Myra Hindley and Ian Brady, buried up there on the moors when I was a kid and never found. Please, God, I prayed, don’t let that have happened to Banaz.


That night was the first of many sleepless nights.










LINES OF INQUIRY


 


We now began to piece a timeline together, which would be vital to establishing what had really happened.


On 4 December 2005, Banaz attended Wimbledon police station to report that her uncle Ari had threatened to kill her and Rahmat. She said men had been following her in the street and had photographed her and Rahmat kissing near Morden station. Those men informed Ari, who in turn called her mother on the landline and told her that Banaz and Rahmat would both be killed for bringing shame on the family.


On 12 December, Banaz delivered a letter to Wimbledon police station, naming some of the people that she had heard were going to kill her. In his statement to police, Rahmat stated that he thought it was one of Ari’s daughters who had passed on this information to Banaz, but he didn’t know for certain. He also told detectives that Banaz’s own father had tried to kill her on New Year’s Eve.


It was on New Year’s Eve, we discovered, that Banaz stumbled into a café and collapsed on the floor. She repeatedly told staff in the café that her father had tried to kill her at her grandmother’s house and that she had smashed a neighbour’s window in order to get help. A police officer recorded the incident as criminal damage to the window.


On 22 January 2006, there was an attempt to kidnap and murder Rahmat. He had been visiting a friend in Hounslow, on the western outskirts of London, at the time. As he left the house with a couple of friends, a Ford Focus pulled up next to him. Inside were the three Kurdish men who had been named in Banaz’s letter to the police, along with a fourth he didn’t recognise. Having unsuccessfully tried to force Rahmat into the car, the men told him, “OK, we cannot take you now but we are going to kill you and we are going to kill Banaz. You cannot carry on doing what you are doing. You are not English. You are Kurdish and Muslim and you are going to die.” Rahmat phoned Banaz to warn her and both were so worried that they each went to a separate police station to seek help.


On 28 January, the day following our briefing in Wimbledon, we had both Ari and Mahmod arrested. We had enough to change their status from persons of interest to suspects. There was still no activity on Banaz’s bank account or phone; Banaz’s texts to Rahmat showed that the relationship was disapproved of; Ari had confirmed a meeting had taken place in his home which had been attended by other suspects; we knew about the attempt on Banaz’s life; we knew that Banaz’s youngest sister was also being followed.


I resisted the urge to interview Ari myself, much as I wanted to. When you are the senior investigating officer, you have to discipline yourself sometimes not to stray too much into tactical work, so that you can keep the big picture in mind. I’ve never been one for standing back and I found it hard. Part of me wanted to see how Ari would react to having a female in a position of power over him but I also didn’t want to give him any excuses not to talk.


Andy Craig got the pleasure of interviewing Ari at Sutton police station. Ari’s attitude was so extraordinary that we took the decision to video-record the interview. The difference in his attitude from being a significant witness to being a suspect was marked. No longer courteous, he now radiated hatred and arrogance, even malevolence. It was easy to see why people in his community feared him – especially girls. His tone was contemptuous, sneering, refusing even to acknowledge the right of the interviewer to ask him questions. It was fascinating.


Stuart Reeves interviewed Mahmod, who was less menacing but no more helpful. Neither answered any of the questions put to them in interview and they were released on bail. The surveillance team who followed their shared taxi home said they were clearly having a massive altercation. I bet they were – things were not going according to plan.


We searched numerous addresses all over the country, hunting for the three men who had been named on Banaz’s list: Omar Hussain, Mohammed Ali and Mohammed Hama. None were at their home addresses. At Mohammed Ali’s address in Northbourne Road, Brixton, the only person present was a man we hadn’t come across before named Sardar Sharif Mahmod, who claimed to be no relation to our Mahmods. He was not deemed relevant to the investigation at that time. Instead we tried the notorious local cab firm where Mohammed Ali was known to work, but he hadn’t been seen there for days. We found out that both he and Mohammed Hama also worked part time in Electric Avenue, Brixton, as butchers and pondered the possibility that Banaz might have been dismembered at one of the premises.


Up in Birmingham, we found Omar Hussain’s vehicle outside his address, but no sign of our suspect. Rahmat had heard a rumour that Omar had been arrested but no trace could be found of him in the system. We circulated the three of them as wanted and put out an “all ports” warning to stop them fleeing. Almost immediately we were contacted by the police in Stranraer, in south west Scotland. Omar Hussain had passed through there just the day before, they said. At first, I thought it must be a mistake. As far as I knew, Omar had no connection to Scotland.


I called the officer in Scotland. It transpired that a couple of days after Banaz’s disappearance, Omar had been arrested in Birmingham for a public order offence. He had apparently become involved in a fight and had then been verbally abusive towards a police officer. Once he was in custody, it was discovered that he was wanted for failing to appear in court in Scotland for a driving offence and he was transferred up there. All pretty low-level stuff, but it proved where he was on certain days and times. When you have little to go on in the way of evidence, you are grateful for whatever you can get. What we weren’t grateful for, though, was the fact that he had just skipped the country.


A number of other Kurdish men were arrested, including those who had allegedly photographed Rahmat and Banaz kissing. They lied about just about everything. One young man known as Kherat was named by Banaz in her letter. He denied his own name, even when it was pointed out that his brother had identified him. He was related to Ari’s wife but claimed to have no relationship with Ari and never to have seen Banaz. He denied being at the meeting at Ari’s house on 2 December, despite being named by several others as having been there. He denied ever calling Ari in relation to Banaz, too, but his phone data suggested otherwise.


At another address, several men jumped out of a window but were detained and arrested. Virtually all were related to each other and to the Mahmod family somehow. One had lived with Omar Hussain but denied knowing him. He firstly claimed never to have heard of Banaz but later said he was a friend of her father and had seen her the previous year. Intelligence suggested this man had been following Banaz’s sister to and from school, something he also denied. This man lived at the grocery shop in Morden where Banaz and Rahmat had been seen kissing, and he was also a cousin of Banaz’s eldest sister’s husband. It was becoming obvious how interrelated and entangled the group were, but who was responsible for what was another matter. It was like trying to unravel a huge ball of string without being able to find the end.


Ali Abass Homar and his brother were both arrested at their address in Sheffield. Stuart Reeves started his interview with Ali by placing a photograph of Banaz on the table. Ali promptly turned it over. He didn’t want to look at her. Every time Stuart asked him to look at the photo he would turn it face down on the table. Why was that? Was it relevant? Was there something in her eyes that stirred a vestige of guilt in him? We didn’t know. Ali gave an account of his movements for the relevant time period, including the journey across the Pennines. He had been visiting a friend in Wrexham, in north east Wales, who had just got out of prison. If true, it would mean he had an alibi. The story would have to be checked out. Officers were sent to Sheffield and Wrexham.


At the same time, as a result of our missing persons appeal, a member of the public got in touch to say she had seen two Asian-looking men carrying something out of a parked car up on Saddleworth Moor. Possibly a carpet, she couldn’t say. We duly dispatched an officer to search the area with locals.


Meanwhile, in Wimbledon, Detective Sergeant Richard Vandenburgh was in charge of the search at the home address of Banaz’s grandmother, where Mahmod had allegedly attempted to murder Banaz on New Year’s Eve. While Richard was there he met two of Banaz’s cousins, Dana Amin and Hassan Mahmod. Dana was described as cocky, and was keen to show Richard the boot of his Lexus, which looked as though it had just been valeted. Neither of the cousins lived there, but they claimed to have been out together and come back there for the night.
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