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  PARADISE TO HELL




  ‘Yallah! Yallah! Yallah! Go! Go! Go!’ screamed the man in the Manchester United shirt as he dragged me out of the car and jammed a gun into my ribs. Pain

  seared through my chest as I fell to my knees. I looked up to see another gun pointed directly at my face. As I looked down the barrel, terror filled me to the core.




  My friend Harry and I were being attacked in the desert paradise of Dubai, in the luxurious area of the city’s yacht club and marina. Million-pound boats were moored in an inlet that led

  onto the green water of the Persian Gulf, less than 100 metres from where we feared for our lives. A group of six men brandishing pistols were stood around Harry and me, spouting words in Arabic

  that we didn’t understand. I looked over and saw that our hire car, which was in a layby, had been penned in by two cars and a van. They were parked in the road, causing a traffic jam. Some

  of those stuck sounded their horns, but stopped when they saw the gang of men armed with guns. People across the street looked on, trying to see what was happening. They heard our cries but no one

  was willing to help us. I could hardly blame them.




  As the intense desert sun was setting in the evening sky, I honestly believed I was about to be killed. I am in no way a religious person, but at that moment I prayed to God, asking for him to

  save me.




  I looked up to see one of the men, shabbily dressed in flip-flops, tracksuit bottoms and a yellow skin-tight cycling jersey, his distinguishing feature a quiff like the Fonz, leering down at me

  with a sadistic grin. Before I had a chance to ask why we were being attacked he administered a brutal slap to my face then pulled me up onto my feet and clasped handcuffs tightly around my wrists.

  The Sixties’ throwback fastened them as hard as he could, pushing my hands up so they were at a 90-degree angle. The pain was excruciating, and a feeling of nausea swept over me. Next I heard

  Harry screaming in agony as the Fonz was now pulling his arm back as far as he could before administering a slap that made a horrific cracking sound which echoed in my ears. Everything seemed to

  slip into slow motion.




  ‘Where is the stuff, you black shit?!’ shouted the psychopathic-looking Arab in the football shirt. In a detached kind of way I noticed it had ‘Rooney’ written on the

  back. He stuck his face mere centimetres away from mine until I could almost taste the smell of tobacco on his breath. I was in a daze from the shock but I was quickly brought back to the horrific

  reality of the situation when the Fonz slammed his elbow into my ribs.




  ‘Please, what do you want?’ I begged.




  I had instantly assumed we were being attacked by a gang intent on robbing and beating us. Nothing else made sense, as we had done nothing wrong and hadn’t committed any crimes. Harry, who

  was on his knees beside me, said, ‘What the fuck is going on?’




  ‘Bruv, I don’t have a clue,’ I responded.




  ‘Can we duck?’ Harry asked, meaning could we make a run for it.




  ‘Nah, man, this is one we can’t duck from. We’d get lenged,’ I said, using the street slang for shot. We both switched to East End London street talk, hoping our

  attackers wouldn’t understand.




  Our conversation was interrupted when the Man U thug shouted in my face, ‘You black shit! Where are the drugs?’




  I looked up at him, confusion spread across my face. I’m no angel and admit to having had the odd smoke when younger, at home in London, but I would never have been so stupid as to indulge

  in illegal substances in a country that has some of the strictest narcotics laws in the world.




  ‘Drugs?’ I said, starting to feel even more terrified now as it slowly dawned on me that the men currently attacking us had to be police officers. ‘We don’t have any

  drugs.’




  Another cop came over to join his colleagues. He was dressed in a tracksuit, but what stood out the most was the Ferrari cap he was wearing on his head.




  ‘You’re going to tell us where the drugs are,’ he said in a gruff voice.




  ‘We’re on holiday, mate,’ I pleaded. ‘I don’t know anything about any drugs.’




  Despite this being the truth, the last comment infuriated my attackers and they all started to kick and slap Harry and me as we tried to dodge the blows.




  ‘You sure about that, you African piece of shit?’ Rooney screamed as he kicked me, my body lurching to one side and forcing me to topple over with the pain. Another cop who had been

  watching on, laughing, came forward and pulled me back up onto my knees before delivering a hard slap to the face. The most alarming aspect of my new attacker was that he appeared to be about

  fifteen years old. I realized this slight boy was the sickest of them all, and seemed to delight in causing maximum pain. He seemed to gain confidence from each slap and the look in his eyes was

  one of sadistic enjoyment.




  I was about to respond to his comments about my heritage, and tell him that I was a British citizen who happens to be black, but then I heard my friend Tariq being dragged around the corner by

  two more undercover cops.




  ‘Get off me, you mugs!’ he shouted, as the cops pulled him from his apartment entrance to the cars. Despite his aggressiveness towards his attackers, Tariq had a look of absolute

  terror on his face. He stared at me on my knees and his mouth dropped open.




  ‘What the fuck is going on, man?!’ he shouted before he was shoved into a black VW Passat.




  I felt completely helpless. I was desperate to help my friend but could not even see how I was going to survive.




  ‘It’s time to talk, you Sudani piece of shit!’ spat kid cop, as he came up close to my face.




  ‘I’m a British citizen, I’m from England,’ I said, but this seemed to enrage them even more. They could not believe that a black man in their country could be anything

  but an African. For them that was absolute justification for the beating they were dishing out.




  ‘You Sudani! You Sudani! You black pig!’ kid cop screamed, spitting the words at me. ‘You African piece of shit! You not British, you black! Tell us where are the drugs? Tell

  us or we kill you and murder your friends. We are the police, we do what the fuck we like.’




  As a fairly streetwise lad from east London I like to think I can judge when somebody is having you over or bluffing. The cold look of pure hatred in this teenage boy’s eyes told me one

  thing: he meant every word he said and what happened over the next few minutes would determine whether we were to live or die.




  This was the start of a year-long nightmare that would see us tortured and jailed with some of the world’s most dangerous criminals. All for a crime we did not commit. We

  were to be victims of rogue elements within Dubai’s police force, fitted up on spurious drugs charges and then punished further when we had the temerity to complain.




  We were to discover that beneath the veneer of opulence and glittering lights, Dubai has a corrupt and festering underbelly. It is a nation that sells itself to westerners as a safe and tolerant

  dream holiday destination, with 15 million tourists having enjoyed its stunning beaches and party lifestyle last year. For many who do not know better it is a playground for adults in the desert.

  In reality people are jailed for owning a single codeine tablet, rape victims are arrested for having sex outside of marriage and the police ‘create’ their own cases. It has hypocrisy

  and corruption running through its veins. Sex outside of marriage is illegal, yet it has one of the biggest markets in prostitution in the world. It has a prison system that can be bypassed by

  paying corrupt prosecutors and those with wasta, or influence, can get out in days. Others on much lesser crimes are incarcerated with dangerous serial killers for the rest of their lives

  as they are unable to pay off the right people. Traces of certain drugs in the body is enough to see somebody jailed for years, yet the authorities use those exact same illegal pills to sedate

  inmates.




  In Dubai’s worst jail prisoners with HIV are used by gangsters to infect other prisoners as a form of sick retribution and punishment, murders happen on a weekly basis and rape is common.

  No police patrol Central ‘Top Security’ Jail, it is run by the Russian Mafia. It was only with their protection that we survived.
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  LIVING IN DUBAI




  Harry and I have been best mates since we were eleven. We grew up two streets away from each other and first met on Wanstead Flats, a vast green area a few miles from the

  centre of London, but a stone’s throw from both our parents’ homes. I used to take the mick out of him and his younger brother’s massive heads, which always appeared way too big

  for their bodies, and he mocked me for my massive clown feet and my ‘bean head’. Harry and I lived the highs and lows of our teenage years together. He always called me Ceaze, which was

  short for my nickname of Ceaser. He was like a brother to me.




  My dad, Roy Gumbs, was former British and Commonwealth middleweight boxing champion, but my mum was the rock in my life and brought me up well with my two older brothers Ross and Alex. I owe her

  everything. I’ve always been passionate about music and that is down to her, and my granddad, who paid for my music lessons. She made me sit at the piano and learn classical music until I was

  up to Grade 6. I also learnt how to play the flute and the saxophone. Alex played the clarinet so I dabbled in that as well.




  I loved sitting around the piano with my family from the Caribbean, singing for hours. We used to go to Pontins as a family and take part in talent shows, where we would sing and where the

  artist Ceaser was born. I’d always win in my age category and my brothers also won theirs. The prize for each of us was next year’s holiday. So it seemed obvious to me that music would

  be my career.




  When I was eleven I did my first gig as an MC at a house party. I remember practising my lyrics all week and when the party came I ripped it up. I started spending a lot of time with my friend

  Alan Hodder and his brother Lewi who had a music studio in their loft where we’d hone our lyrics and practise our routine. When I started the group Deadly Soldiers with them and my friend

  Sammy Porter it felt like my life was beginning. I was in my element and knew this was what I wanted to do. Over my teenage years most of my mates lost interest, but Sammy and I kept going strong.

  We started hosting club nights at the Legends Nightclub in Barking.




  It was only when I met a producer called Steel Banglez that I realized I had a genuine talent as a singer as well as a musician and a rapper. He was the first person in the music industry who

  made me believe I had a voice that people wanted to hear. He would say: ‘Your voice is so different. It’s deep, man.’




  While music was my dream I knew, at the age of twenty-two, I had to earn some cash and I moved to Colchester with Sammy. He was at university at the time and we started a booze delivery business

  called Dial A Pint where students would put in orders and we would drop off cut-price alcohol. It was an instant hit, but we didn’t have the necessary licences and got shut down after four

  months. The success whetted my appetite for making cash out of the entertainment side of things, so when my brother Ross told me there were opportunities in Dubai I jumped at the chance.




  He had moved out there three years before to work in publishing and told me he could get me a job. He set me up with a position at a company called Naseba, where I would be events manager for

  the Saudi Arabian government, which would include booking clients and sponsorship. I was due to start in June 2011, and I decided to go out a month early and have some fun.




  As I got off the plane the heat hit me in the face, sapping all of the energy from my body. I had never experienced anything like it. I had been to my family’s home

  island of Anguilla several times in my childhood but the heat there was never this intense. My brother picked me up and took me to his apartment where I was to stay for the next six weeks. Ross

  lived with his wife, Diana, and their three-year-old son. His spacious three-bedroom apartment was on the third floor of an eight-storey block. It was luxuriously fitted out and bigger than any

  flat I’d seen in London. The apartment was situated two minutes away from the Mall of the Emirates, one of the biggest in Dubai, so I said I would walk over there to take a look.




  ‘Yeah, all right, mate,’ Ross laughed. ‘Good luck with that. It’s almost 40 degrees out there.’




  I didn’t understand why he was being so funny about it until I started walking. By the time I arrived in the air-conditioned oasis I was almost passing out from the heat. Dubai was going

  to take some acclimatizing to. I took a cab back to his apartment. Ross laughed as I staggered in the door and said, ‘I told you bruv, but you wouldn’t listen!’




  Later that night we went out to a local bar called Trader Vic’s in Madinat Jumeirah on the waterfront. This stunning part of the city blew my mind. The old-style sandstone buildings looked

  like an Arabian Palace reflecting in the crystal clear water, and it became one of my favourite places in the city to go out. In the distance I could see the Burj Al Arab, a skyscraper shaped like

  a huge letter D, set on its own artificial island. Ancient met modern to create one of the most beautiful places I have ever seen. I was immediately hooked and vowed to make the most of my time

  there.




  That night we bumped into one of my brother’s friends, Zain. The last time I’d seen him was when I was fifteen and he’d rescued me and my pals when the car we were in broke

  down. We were to become close over the following months.




  ‘What you doing here, boy?’ Zain said, delighted to see me.




  ‘Yeah, mate, I’m out here for a bit and Ross’s trying to set me up with a job.’




  ‘Mate, we’re gonna have it up. Boy, I’m gonna take you brassing,’ he joked, pretending he was going to introduce me to hookers and the seedier side of the city. Zain is

  about five foot six and a little overweight. With his squeaky cockney accent he is hilarious.




  ‘Nah, man,’ I said. ‘My brassing days are behind me.’




  Zain laughed, ‘Yeah, whatever mate.’




  As part of my initiation into Dubai we ordered a round of zombies, a heady mix of various spirits so strong that the bar owners would only serve two to each person. My brother thought it would

  be a good idea to add extra vodka from a bottle he was holding in his bag. Each drink was passed around the group and whoever pulled out of drinking first had to buy the round. My brother and I

  stumbled home and were both sick. Only then did it strike me that I was in an Islamic country, where it was illegal for anyone to drink without their own alcohol licence, yet nobody had batted an

  eyelid. This was the permissive side of Dubai and one which I was to enjoy as much as I could. If you are young, working and earning cash, Dubai is a wonderful place to live where you can suspend

  reality and have a great time. It was only later that I was to learn that it has a twisted core.




  Zain had promised to show me around so I went to see him at his apartment. It was a huge split-level flat on the ground floor of one of several tall yellow towers overlooking

  the ocean. The tiles were pure marble but the floors were all heated so the stone never felt cold to the touch. The bathroom and kitchen wouldn’t have been out of place in a mansion in the UK

  and this was costing him just 3,500D a month (£700). Over the next few weeks we spent a lot of our time playing Street Fighter on the PS3. The loser would have to down a shot of

  vodka. He also took me to the Crystal nightclub and I was in awe. I’d been to many clubs but this place was like nothing I had ever seen. Ferraris, Bugattis and Lamborghinis were parked

  outside – the only vehicles deemed worthy of gracing the front of the building. The club is at the top of a pyramid-shaped building, with floor-to-ceiling windows giving you a complete

  360-degree view. As I stared out I marvelled at the sight of Dubai’s vista shimmering in the evening sky.




  ‘This is the life, Jimmy,’ Zain said. He never explained to me why he called me Jimmy. Zain could be a bit of a nutter sometimes but he was a fun guy to be around.




  This was indeed the life. There were so many beautiful women in the club I thought I was in heaven. I didn’t realize that many were hookers until one offered to spend the night with me for

  3,000D. I politely refused.




  I ended up spending so much time with Zain in that first week that he suggested I move in with him. As part payment I said I’d teach him to swim and help him lose weight. I became an

  amateur personal trainer and made him run up and down flights of stairs in the blistering heat. My life became like the nineties’ sitcom Men Behaving Badly but based in Dubai.

  Instead of a local dingy pub we had the Armani nightclub or stunning bars on the water.




  After about a month of partying I had to get back to reality and start my job. It felt like joining the army. Even though my brother had lined the position up for me I had to

  go through a gruelling interview process. Then when I started they told me I had be clean-shaven and if I wasn’t they would send me to the shop to get a razor. The idea was that everybody had

  to look like the boss, James. After three weeks of working there booking sponsors for events, I secured sales that got me £20,000 in commission in a single day and I started slacking off. I

  didn’t hide the fact that I hated being there. When the boss pulled me up on my recent performance in front of the staff I told him where he could stick his job. I hated working in such a

  restrictive, controlled environment and had earned enough to fund my life in Dubai for the next year.




  During my time in that amazing city I spent a lot of time in clubs. Many of the events were organized by a promoter called Bill who would always sort me out at his nights and introduce me to the

  acts performing. With my musical background, I was in my element.




  Bill was constantly splashing the cash and ordering champagne for everyone. He was a funny guy. We’d go back to his apartment, order food and play pool. As I looked at him I could see he

  was living the Dubai life, making good money and spending time with beautiful women.




  Life became one long party and Zain was my right-hand man always ready to go messing about when he finished work for the day. One night we were out at Chi, a huge outdoor club with a massive

  dance floor. After hours of boozing I went out the front of the club and found a drunken Zain arguing with a cocky English bloke I’d never seen before. In his early twenties, he was a tall

  guy with hair that was short down the sides but floppy on top, and wore a grey Gucci tracksuit. I was later to learn he was called Matt.




  ‘Come on Zain, man, I don’t want to get barred from this place,’ I said, trying to break them up. ‘You, fuck off,’ I said pointing at Matt.




  ‘Who you pointing at you prick?’ he shouted at me in a north London accent.




  ‘Sorry, mate, I didn’t mean to point but there’s no need to fight over nothing.’




  ‘Who the fuck do you think you are?’ he said, getting more irate.




  Not only was my attempt to diffuse the situation not working but I was getting pissed off myself. This guy clearly wanted a fight. It was only when two of my other mates – Brooksie, a bald

  south London guy, and Junior – came out and pulled me away that we dispersed.




  In my first couple of weeks in Dubai, I met a British girl called Amy. We met outside a nightclub and started chatting after I heard her accent. She was a stewardess with the

  airline Emirates and we immediately hit it off. It turned out we had several mutual friends. Amy had an Emirates card which gave her a huge discount on anything she bought, including drinks.




  ‘That’s crazy,’ I said when she explained the benefits of working for the airline. ‘If you flash your card in the club then I’ll pay for the drinks.’




  We ended up having one of those drunken nights where you just click with a person. I immediately liked the girl but we were just really good friends at first, even though I fancied her. Normally

  when I meet a pretty girl I try to make a move on the sexual side of things straight away, but when I met Amy it was different. We connected as friends. After a couple of weeks I was honest and

  told her that I had grown to like her more than that.




  ‘No, this will ruin our friendship,’ she said. I tried to persuade her otherwise but she wasn’t having any of it. I was crestfallen, but vowed not to let it ruin the bond we

  had. I also promised myself to keep on trying.




  Two weeks later, around a month into my time in Dubai, we went out with Zain and his girlfriend to a club called 400, a small nightspot by Dubai standards. Zain was in a foul mood and

  ridiculously thought I was trying it on with his girlfriend. He could be a bit insecure sometimes and would take it out on others.




  ‘Zain, mate, come on, you know I wouldn’t do that,’ I said.




  ‘I know you, you’re trying to fuck my girl,’ he shouted.




  This was stupid and there was no reasoning with him. I grabbed Amy and jumped in a taxi, allowing him to cool down for a bit.




  Back at the apartment Amy and I sat on the sofa. ‘Why is he acting like that?’ she said.




  ‘I have no idea but the geezer can act a bit crazy sometimes.’




  She let the subject go and we relaxed, listening to some music. The next minute Zain burst through the door and we ducked down in front of the sofa so he couldn’t see us. He was so irate

  he stormed past oblivious to our presence. Amy and I were trying to suppress our laughter as an angry Zain slammed the door to his room. At that moment I looked into Amy’s eyes and kissed her

  for the first time. We started seeing each other, staying at her plush Emirates apartment and exploring Dubai together. I’m not one for getting tied down, but because we’d been such

  close friends she was special.




  After Zain’s recent outbursts I decided to move out of his place and in with a friend called Junior, in Jumeirah Lake Towers. We had a two-bedroom, open-plan flat on the

  twenty-sixth floor, in a beautiful modern forty-storey tower block. Junior was a big, butch black professional footballer who played for one of Dubai’s top teams. Football wasn’t going

  too well for him so he had started to do personal fitness training. I was still lounging around doing nothing. Junior moaned at the state of the place and suggested I needed to pull my weight and

  tidy up, but I wasn’t going to clean the apartment for anyone. We needed a maid.




  I was out shopping with Amy one day telling her about it when I suddenly heard a quiet voice behind me.




  ‘I’ll clean your place for you,’ said a curvy black woman in her early thirties. She was well dressed and looked respectable.




  ‘Sorry, who are you?’ I said.




  ‘I’m Alem and I’d like to be your cleaner.




  ‘OK, have you got a passport and papers?’




  She admitted that she was from Ethiopia and was staying in the country illegally so now she was struggling to survive. She had overstayed her visa and had no way of working and no money. Amy

  persuaded me to give her a chance and she came to work for Junior and me. I’m glad as she was a wonderful lady.




  She was the first person to open my eyes to the brutal side of Dubai. She told us how her past employers used to rape her, beat her, and one even kept her in a small dog cage. She was so

  desperate she ran away. I was stunned as it was the last thing I would ever have expected. Everything here was so organized, beautiful and civilized. Crime was almost unheard of, or at least

  that’s what I believed, and I hardly saw a police officer during my time there. When I saw other maids walking around with their employers it all appeared to be happy families, with them all

  eating together. It seemed in some cases that veneer shattered at home.




  There are moments in your life that change everything, so that every time you look back you wish you could do things differently. I had no idea that one fairly innocuous

  incident would, much later, destroy my world.




  I was in a club one night when some girls caught my eye and I walked over to talk to them. I was just going to have a bit of a flirt. I didn’t realize they were in a private section and

  the next thing I knew I was dodging punches. I was pulling my best boxer moves as several Arab guys dressed in shirts and jeans tried to lay into me when two guys who I assumed were club security

  came to my rescue, dragging me away and into an office.




  ‘What you doing going through this section? This is a private party, man,’ a big black African guy dressed in a black shirt and trousers said in an American accent.




  ‘Sorry, man, I didn’t realize.’




  ‘You need to leave. There are lots of people who want to get you now. These guys are with lots of police officers and you mustn’t go near them. They have a lot of wasta.

  They’re important people.’




  A short chubby Arabic man with zigzag sideburns came into the office and introduced himself as Hamza. He revealed he was an undercover police officer.




  ‘Why did you go into that area?’ he asked. ‘Are you crazy?’




  ‘I didn’t know it was a private party. I was just walking about.’




  ‘Yeah, man, that’s why they tried to fight you as they thought you were trying to steal their women. I like the way you dodged those punches, you move like Neo out of the

  Matrix. Just leave. If these guys see you again they will get you.’




  ‘I’ll just party at the other side of the club. I don’t want any trouble.’




  ‘No, we know they’ll start. Finish your drink and go.’




  I had no idea then that meeting those two men in that club was both one of the worst and the best things to have happened to me. At that moment I was just annoyed that the idiots who attacked me

  had ruined my night.




  I noticed I had a little bit of blood on my cheek so thought I could have been caught by a swipe. Enraged, I put two bottles in my back pockets as potential weapons and walked out of the club. I

  had every intention of attacking them when they came out of the club. Being an east London lad, I had been in a fair few fights in my time and I refuse to take shit from anyone. I know how to look

  after myself and, although I don’t go looking for fights, I won’t tolerate being pushed around. In that moment I wanted revenge. I hid behind what looked like a Roman column a short

  distance from the entrance.




  It was only after fifteen minutes of standing there that I realized I didn’t know what my attackers looked like. Two friendly Arabic guys came up and said, ‘Man, we saw that fight in

  the club. Are you okay? We’ll back you up if they come out again.’




  Before I had a chance to thank them a large group of men came charging out, shouted something in Arabic and ran at my two new friends. I watched on, shocked, as the group of thirty seriously

  beat them. Although the two guys had offered me kindness, I didn’t know who they were and why this group was attacking them so viciously. I quickly walked off and made my way home after what

  had been a particularly bizarre night.




  In July I was becoming concerned for Amy as she kept complaining of stomach pains and I persuaded her to go to the doctor. She insisted on going by herself and called me on her

  way home in tears.




  ‘I’m pregnant,’ she said as I picked up the phone. ‘I’m scared and I don’t know what do.’




  I froze and immediately felt nauseous. I’d never even thought about having children. I was too busy having the time of my life and the last thing I needed was somebody depending on me when

  I could barely look after myself.




  ‘It’s okay, calm down,’ I said. ‘Come round and we’ll talk about it.’




  I gave her a big hug as she walked through the door. ‘What do you want to do?’ I said. ‘I will support you no matter what you decide.’




  ‘I don’t know,’ she said, looking panicky. None of this was planned and we didn’t have the answers. Tonight wasn’t the time for making decisions so I told her to go

  home and to think about what she wanted. We needed to make a decision quickly as this was incontrovertible proof that we had had sex out of wedlock, a serious criminal offence in Dubai.




  It was a couple of days before she called me again.




  ‘I want to go home to the UK and have an abortion,’ she said.




  My heart sank, yet I have to admit a little part of me was relieved at the same time. I didn’t want my baby to be destroyed but the selfish part of me realized I could carry on enjoying

  everything Dubai had to offer.




  But after a few days at home in England Amy returned with another bombshell. She got a cab straight to my apartment and I could immediately see she seemed a bit uneasy.




  ‘I’ve decided to keep the baby,’ she announced.




  My emotions flipped once again. I wasn’t ready to have a child but I was a little bit excited. I was also in a little bit of shock.




  ‘How are we going to do this?’ I said, trying to remain calm.




  ‘I want to go back to the UK.’




  ‘Okay, when are you leaving?’




  ‘In the next few days,’ she said. ‘I want our baby, but there’s no way I can stay in Dubai with it.’




  ‘Okay, well, I’ll sort a few things out and then I will come back with you.’




  I helped pack up Amy’s stuff and put her on a flight a few days later. The thought of returning to grey and dingy England for a screaming child and dirty nappies did not fill me with joy.

  But I had grown up without a dad and I didn’t want my child to not have me around when they were small. Although I was supposed to be going home after a month, it ended up being four. I

  managed to string it out as I simply did not want to leave. It was my last chance to enjoy everything Dubai had to offer before I had to start acting responsibly.




  It was a sad day when I got on my Emirates flight home. I was starting a new life but I knew I would come back to the place I had come to love, eventually. Little did I know that when I did

  return, it wouldn’t be like the dream I had been living for the past year, but would turn into a nightmare.
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  LADS’ TRIP




  My beautiful daughter Faith was born on 18 April 2012. It was one of the happiest moments of my life.




  Amy had wanted to find out the sex of our child beforehand so I knew we were expecting a girl. I was excited to meet her but that feeling was mixed with sadness because my granddad James was

  seriously ill. In the weeks before my little girl was brought into the world I’d been to visit him on Anguilla, with the rest of the family, to say goodbye. Whenever I’m going through

  difficult times I’ve always turned to music, and that’s exactly what I did on that trip. During one particularly contemplative moment I wrote a song entitled ‘Blue Lights’

  about avoiding the CID. On my return I went to the studio to record it, but when I was in the middle of the session I got a message saying Amy had gone into labour.




  I was terrified and froze. In my state of shock I carried on recording the song for half an hour before announcing to my producer pal Will that Amy had gone into labour.




  ‘Woah!’ he said. ‘You gotta go!’




  He was right but I wasn’t thinking straight. Sammy came to pick me up and we headed to Bedford Hospital, close to where Amy lives. After a few hours of labour Amy was rushed in for an

  emergency caesarean section as Faith’s heart rate had dropped. I was terrified as I didn’t know what was going to happen to Amy and my little girl. I put on a hospital gown and sat in

  theatre by her bedside holding her hand. The whole operation seemed to be over in a couple of minutes, and Faith was brought into the world. The doctors handed her to me. I looked down on this tiny

  beautiful bundle and was the happiest man alive.




  The previous five months had been pretty intense with recording music and a bit of modelling work. I’d first started modelling when my friend Ben Drew, who is better

  known as rapper and musician Plan B, wanted me involved in promotion photos for the bestselling LP The Defamation of Strickland Banks. Some were used on the inside sleeve of the record in

  2010. Then when I returned from Dubai my stylist and fashion PR friend Rich London asked if I wanted to do some modelling for clothing brand Gabicci. I was particularly fond of one of the outfits

  – this included a black trilby, grey trousers and a brownish coloured shirt with sunglasses. This old-school suited look was to inspire my image as the artist Ceaser London.




  In 2011 I had recorded a song with rapper Dream McLean who was signed to Chase & Status’s record label MTA records. The song, which was called ‘Golden’, was released when I

  was living the high life in the UAE and got a massive response on BBC Radio 1 Extra and in the music scene generally. It had been my first step into the industry. It was a good start but I knew

  that if I wanted to support Amy and Faith properly I would have to work hard and try to fulfil my dream. She was living in Bedford while I was at my mum’s in London trying to make it work in

  the music industry, and going to see them whenever I could.




  ‘Get a real job Karl,’ my mum would moan, but I refused. I was confident in my own talents.




  ‘Blue Lights’ was my first solo single and was well received by the critics. Publicity was beginning to build around me and I was starting to do a lot of modelling for Gabicci. I

  planned to release more singles throughout the year to help build my profile.




  The foundations for my life-changing second trip to Dubai were formed when I met Tariq through a mutual friend. Tariq approached me about getting a job in the Emirates as he

  knew my brother had a business out there. He was an electrician by trade but was looking to do something different in Dubai. I met him for some food in north London and I immediately liked this

  short Indian cockney with a massive monobrow. We had an instant connection and had loads of friends in common.




  ‘So what’s Dubai like, mate?’ he asked.




  ‘It’s one of the sickest places you will ever go,’ I said.




  ‘What are the birds saying out there?’




  ‘All the girls are brasses and you’ll eat some of the best food you ever had,’ I enthused. ‘Make sure you take loads of money as you’ll spend it in a week. But

  there’s no weed out there, mate, and whatever you do don’t even think about doing any drugs.’




  ‘What the fuck?’




  ‘Yeah, mate, you’ll get beheaded or something.’




  Ross had a vacancy, and after a chat with me Tariq was off to Dubai. I knew I had to be in the UK for my daughter, but I dreamt of returning and was a little jealous of my new friend.




  During a night out with Harry a few weeks later I told him how I’d met a guy called Tariq and helped him out.




  ‘Tariq from Ilford?’ he said, a huge smile spreading across his face.




  Bizarrely it turned out that they were already friends. We started hatching a plan to visit him and I put aside some money from MCing to pay for the trip. Tariq had been out there for two months

  by the time we had booked our flights to Dubai. He was enjoying the high life, partying most nights and working for my brother in advertising. He was loving it. He was living with four girls and

  had fallen head over heels in love with a woman he said he was going to marry. We weren’t so sure, but he seemed to be happy.




  The plan was for Harry and me to travel to Dubai, have a drunken holiday and return refreshed.




  We decided not to let on to Tariq that Harry was coming along for the trip, to surprise him. He had no idea Harry and I even knew each other.




  We were like children the night before Christmas as we boarded our Emirates flight to Dubai. I knew the delights this amazing city had to offer and I was excited that I’d

  be showing them off to my best mate. We started as we meant to go on, ordering endless bottles of red wine and Jack Daniel’s. The only bad thing about the timing of our trip was that my

  brother Ross was flying the other way for a holiday in Europe and North America. It meant I would miss him but I was sure we’d catch up soon enough.




  By the time we arrived in Dubai we were steaming drunk. The first thing I did was try and call Zain. He’d been my right-hand man when I had lived in the city and, despite his annoying

  tendencies, I missed him. His number went straight to voicemail. This was strange. Zain always had his phone on him and never turned it off. I resolved to try him again in a few hours.




  We jumped in a cab at the airport and went to the Jumeirah Beach Hotel for a buffet breakfast. We ate everything on the menu. There was English, continental, pancakes, waffles and pastries and

  we worked our way through the lot. I was over the moon to be back in Dubai. I loved this place and leaving before had been a real wrench. Now I was here with my best friend and we were ready to

  party. Harry was stunned by how beautiful it was and couldn’t believe it was real. He immediately loved this man-made paradise as much as I did.




  After stuffing our faces, we made our way to our hotel, the Five Star Media Rotana. Like many hotels in the city, everything was included in our stay . . . Well, almost everything. As we walked

  in the entrance we were immediately approached by a group of pretty Chinese girls. There seemed to be several of them hanging around in the lobby.




  ‘You want special massage, sirs, or special entertainment?’ one said as she handed us a business card.




  It was clear to us what kind of party they were suggesting so we made our excuses and left.




  I called Tariq and told him to come to my hotel room. When he arrived, Harry answered the door and Tariq couldn’t believe his eyes.




  ‘What the fuck are you doing here?’ Tariq screamed as he embraced Harry. ‘I can’t believe he’s here! How do you two know each other?’




  We got on it straight away by heading down to the pool. Dozens of stunning women were lounging around in bikinis while others were at the bar.




  ‘How the fuck is this shit allowed in a Muslim country?’ Harry said. ‘I never thought there would be anything like this here.’




  ‘This place is sick,’ Tariq said. ‘I’ve been having it, getting drunk and banging lots of birds. You should both move here.’




  ‘Yeah, Dubai is wonderful, mate, but I don’t think my missus would be too pleased,’ I said.




  We had started as we meant to go on, drinking in the sun and having a good time. But the party had only just begun. Despite being up for the mother of all sessions we knew from the start that we

  would not be touching any drugs. When I lived in the city I had been told that if you are ever offered any narcotics it will probably be from an undercover police officer. It was a risk I never

  took in the country and a message I hammered home to Harry and Tariq.




  That night Harry and I headed to the Armani nightclub as Tariq was with his fiancée. I wanted to show Harry what Dubai was all about. Situated in the basement of the Burj Khalifa, the

  tallest building in the world, the club oozed extravagance, luxury and wealth.




  I had hung around with a big shot called Brian when I lived in Dubai. I’d met him through Zain and had partied at his apartment with some of the most powerful men and the most beautiful

  women in Dubai. I remembered that he always had a table at the Armani club – whether he was going that night or not.




  ‘I’m on Brian’s table,’ I said to the beautiful hostess on reception.




  She looked at me quizzically and said, ‘Brian’s not in tonight.’




  ‘I know,’ I said, trying to act cool. Brian had said to me previously that I was always welcome to use his table, anytime.




  We were led to one of the best tables in the club. A hostess immediately brought us a magnum of Grey Goose vodka in an ice bucket with sparklers attached. If it hadn’t been for my

  connection to Brian the table and bottle would have cost us a cool £500.




  Harry could not believe his eyes. ‘Who the fuck’s Brian, bruv?’ he asked.




  ‘Just somebody I know,’ I said coolly.




  Groups of beautiful women kept trying to get onto our table, believing we were big players. One stunning blonde Russian woman took a particular liking to me and kept trying to kiss and fondle

  me.




  ‘Why do brasses keep kissing you?’ Harry said.




  It was time to leave. Things were all getting a bit much. I decided to show him the seedier and more sinister side of Dubai so we jumped into a taxi and headed towards the Rattlesnake Club, a

  rundown 1980s building that used to be a hotel, with big, gold Arabic writing on the outside.




  By the time we arrived the club was shutting and there was chaos on the streets outside, which resembled a cattle market, but women were the livestock. There were hundreds of hookers, all done

  up to the nines in skimpy outfits, trying to sell themselves. Women of all shapes, sizes and colours were bartering with prospective punters, who all appeared to be Arabs, shouting and screaming.

  It was unbelievable. ‘Yallah! Yallah! Yallah!’ men shouted, shoving girls into cars and into boots or wherever they could stash them.




  ‘This is unreal,’ Harry said as he turned to me, a shocked look on his face. ‘How can this be happening in a Muslim country?’




  ‘Welcome to Dubai, my friend,’ I said.




  The following days passed by in a drunken haze. The next night Harry, Tariq and I went to the Crystal nightclub. It attracts some of the wealthiest people in Dubai so it

  shouldn’t have been a surprise when we saw then Manchester United and England striker Danny Welbeck on the table next to ours, surrounded by women. I had managed to blag a table through

  another friend of mine who was filming footage for the club for a promotional video. I didn’t even know who Danny Welbeck was as I’m not into football, but Harry and Tariq were

  excited.




  He was in Dubai with his brother two days after scoring a belting goal for his club. Tariq and Harry were chatting to him about football and downing drinks. I was spending more time talking to

  his brother who was his agent. He mentioned that Danny was interested in getting into the music business so we swapped details and promised to get in touch when we were both in the UK.




  All the time the star was hanging out with us our table was surrounded by security guards, making sure that only the prettiest girls got anywhere near him.




  At one point I overheard Tariq chatting to one of the girls and bragging that he was a footballer. Nothing was further from the truth, but it was hilarious to hear his tragic attempt at claiming

  he was a Premier League star.




  As the night came to a close we were shown into a private lift that opened up into a lobby that was inaccessible by the general public. Danny was sitting there surrounded by more beautiful

  women. He was talking about going on to another party and we were trying to blag an invite. Unfortunately our plan was scuppered by Tariq who was very drunk and staggering all over the place.




  ‘There’s no way your friend is coming along,’ one of Danny’s huge security guards said.




  We tried to persuade him but he was having none of it. Instead we stumbled into a taxi and headed back to the apartment where we spent the night finishing off a bottle of vodka and ordering

  things from room service including miniature steaks, cupcakes and breakfast at 4 a.m. By this time Tariq had passed out and when Harry shook him to make sure he was okay he completely freaked

  out.




  ‘Where the fuck am I?!’ he screamed. Harry and I wet ourselves. We were to find Tariq had a fairly nervous disposition. He went home shortly afterwards.




  We woke up the following day with a raging hangover. What better way to cure it than with more booze? We started drinking in the bar downstairs and were quickly catapulted back into drunkenness.

  When I went to the toilet I decided to check out the club opposite called Rock Bottom. It was a cool retro bar decorated like an American diner and was a nice change from the trendy top-end clubs

  we had been to on the rest of the trip.




  As I looked across the bar I saw an old friend of mine from my time in Dubai. Vladimir was a six-foot-four wall of muscle who I used to train with at a local boxing club. With his short brown

  hair and dark glasses, this Russian man mountain, who was in his late thirties, reminded me of Arnold Schwarzenegger in Terminator. I never got into the ring with him, but we took various

  classes together and always got on well.




  ‘Hey, Karl, how are you doing, man?’ he said with a Russian accent. ‘Are you still fighting and being a nutter?’




  ‘I’m good, mate, how are you? How’s the fighting going?’




  He proudly got out his phone and showed me a video of him sparring with Royce Gracie, a member of the Ultimate Fighting Championship hall of fame.




  ‘So, bruv, what are you up to these days?’ I asked.




  ‘I’m bodyguard.’ It turned out he worked for a top Dubai official, looking after his son.




  He introduced me to a small, dark-skinned Arab with short hair who was skinny and quite effeminate. He didn’t speak a lot because his English wasn’t good.




  After a while of catching up with Vlad I realized I had forgotten all about Harry and messaged him to come across the road to the bar.




  ‘You prick, you left me with the bill,’ Harry said with a big smile on his face as he walked in. He was soon placated when he saw the video of Vlad and Gracie.




  ‘That’s fucking amazing,’ Harry said.




  He’s a big UFC fan so seeing one of his heroes fight the man in front of him on video was quite a big deal for him.




  We proceeded to have a few more drinks before we invited them and a prostitute Vlad had taken a shine to, along with a few girls who had attached themselves to our group, back to our suite for a

  mini party.




  ‘Hey, Karl, how’s your fighting these days?’ Vlad said as he grabbed me around the neck and put me in a full nelson headlock. He was clearly drunk and wanted to show Harry and

  the girls he hadn’t lost any of his UFC fighting skills.




  ‘Fuck off, man! What are you doing?’ I said, unhappy at the messy turn of events. We were all steaming drunk but I didn’t enjoy being manhandled by a Russian monster of a man.

  If it had been anybody else I may have reacted with more venom but Vlad was, firstly, a beast who could batter me and, secondly, an old mate. We wrestled on the ground for a minute.




  ‘Come on, mate, it’s only a bit of fun,’ he said. I laughed and said nothing, as I started walking to our hotel. The official’s son, who I just realized had never even

  told us his name, seemed unperturbed by his bodyguard’s strange behaviour.




  ‘Karl, can I fuck in your bedroom?’ Vlad asked as we walked through the door.




  This was a bit weird, but Vlad isn’t the kind of person you say no to, especially after he’d just got you in a headlock. Anyway, it wasn’t that big a deal so Harry and I

  agreed. We continued chatting to the girls while the official’s son sat in the corner. He seemed to be eyeing Harry up.




  ‘I think you’ve pulled, mate,’ I said to Harry.




  ‘Shut up, man, no I haven’t.’




  ‘He keeps eyeing you up. It must be your lovely hairy chest.’




  ‘Fuck off, mate,’ he said angrily. I always took the piss out of Harry for his pretty-boy looks and soft mannerisms.




  A very dishevelled-looking hooker and a very happy Vlad came out of the room and the whole group swiftly left. There was blood on the bed and the bed covers were all over the floor. Neither

  Harry nor I thought it would be a good idea to ask what had been going on. It had been a weird night.




  The following day we met up with Tariq again and told him about the night’s events.




  ‘That’s fucking ridiculous, mate,’ he said, laughing at our crazy evening with an official’s son, a UFC fighter and a hooker. ‘It sounds like the title of a

  fucked-up book.’




  That night my old mate Bill was holding a club night at one of the big hotels. I recognized the girl on the door and she got Bill for me.




  ‘Oh, man! It’s been such a long time. I hope everything’s okay? I thought you’d left for good,’ he said.




  ‘Yeah, man, I’m back for a little bit.’ I introduced Harry and Tariq.




  ‘Oh yeah, I’ve seen you around at a few events,’ he said to Tariq. ‘Good to meet you, bruv.’




  Bill took us through to the club and got us a table in a prime location. I saw my old pals Junior and Brooksie across the club so they joined the table with a load of girls they knew, including

  a good friend of mine called Laura. Bill kept plying the table with shots and gave us a massive discount on bottles of vodka. It was turning into quite a party.




  As I looked across to the other table I saw a group of Emirati men and recognized one of them immediately by his strange sideburns. It was the undercover cop Hamza who had spoken to me after

  that bunch of men had attacked me in a club several months before.




  ‘Hey, man, how you doing?’ I said drunkenly.




  ‘Hey, you recognize me?’ he replied.




  ‘Of course, man, do you want a drink?’




  Hamza said he wasn’t drinking and started talking about how he could get me involved in buying properties in Dubai. I was out getting drunk with my friends so I wasn’t

  interested.




  ‘I do music, mate, I don’t buy property,’ I said. ‘It’s not what I do.’




  ‘No problem. Well, one of my friends could be a good hook-up for you for cheap club entry and hire cars if you want?’




  He introduced me to a muscle-bound Arab with jet-black hair called Maz.




  ‘If you’re friends with Hamza I can sort anything you want at a super-cheap price,’ Maz said, slipping me his card. ‘Just give me a shout.’




  ‘Sweet, thanks mate.’




  Trusting Maz was one of the worst mistakes I have ever made.




  Later in the evening we headed back to the hotel room for another party. I called a bunch of dodgy characters who dealt in unlicensed alcohol. You buy booze in Dubai in the same way you might

  buy drugs in the UK as there are no off-licences. I met one guy in a car park and he handed me a couple of bottles of vodka and some sambuca.




  We eventually passed out as the sun was coming up, unaware that this was to be our last night of freedom for a year.
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  ARREST AND TORTURE




  After four days of ridiculous partying we decided to slow down, see some sights and get some gifts for our loved ones. Although Dubai has a Metro it is not as extensive as the

  London Underground. In any case, we were on holiday and were not planning on slumming it with the masses. We had taken taxis around the city so far but what we really needed was a hire car. I

  immediately thought of Maz and his offer to sort us out with a motor at a knocked-down price.




  ‘Hey, man, how’s it going?’ I said as the huge Arab answered the phone. ‘We met you the other night, you remember us?’




  ‘Yeah, of course I remember you!’ he laughed. ‘You boys are crazy!’




  As much as I would normally have reminisced about the previous night’s antics my head was hurting so I cut to the chase.




  ‘Can you still get us a car?’




  ‘Yeah, what do you want?’




  Tariq was the only one of us with a licence and was talking in my ear, saying that he wanted a Porsche Cayenne. We had been living the life of hotshots for the past four days so he figured we

  needed a car to match.




  Maz told us he had just the car but we would have to go to a garage in the Al Barsha district of the city to sign some paperwork and pick it up. We were dropped by cab at a small warehouse and

  walked through a sliding garage door to see a small fleet of flash cars. A Porsche Cayenne sat alongside a Maybach, a huge Mercedes and a Bentley. The lads from the hire car company were expecting

  us, as Maz had told them we were coming, and they greeted us warmly before telling us the bad news that the Porsche’s battery was flat.




  It didn’t make any sense to me, as this was a brand-new car. As far as I was aware batteries don’t tend to go flat on cars like that, especially in the desert. But when they said

  they would have a BMW 6 series convertible available in a couple of hours we were happy. In addition, they said that Maz would deliver the car personally to us at the Mall of the Emirates.




  We caught a taxi to the mall and spent a bit of time shopping and messing about on some rides before I called Maz who said he was on his way. We waited outside to be greeted by the sight of a

  beautiful white BMW convertible with a red roof.




  ‘Hey, boys, here’s your car. We need it back by tomorrow,’ Maz said as he handed us the keys.




  We were suitably impressed and thanked him for his kindness and generosity as it was a great car at an exceptionally low price. After all, he was just somebody we had met the night before

  through an acquaintance I had made when I had been living in Dubai; he didn’t need to help us. Tariq jumped in the driver’s seat and put the roof down before carrying out a few

  wheelspins around the car park. When we had finished messing about we put our shopping behind the front passenger seat of the car – where we found a white plastic bag that was not ours.
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