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Author’s note

On a warm spring day in early May 2007, I pulled up in front of a timber-clad house surrounded by soaring pines in the back-woods of Pennsylvania. A swing and climbing frame painted in primary colours showed evidence of small children. In the dappled midday light it seemed a happy, secure place - the sort of American home where nothing bad could ever happen.

So why the double-padlocked security, the guards at the gate and the brisk shakedown for visitors? It was as if the people I had come to see were in a witness-protection programme. But then I remembered why I was here.

Samantha Ridgway was no ordinary suburban housewife. Her only sister, Carita, had been abducted, raped and killed by a Japanese business tycoon. He had been tried for the alleged murder of a young, blonde British nightclub hostess called Lucie Blackman, and the month before my visit, he had been found not guilty in a Tokyo court. The story was a press sensation at the time and had been revisited many times since as the drawn-out process of criminal justice, Japanese-style, ran its course. His prosecutors suspected that he had also drugged and then raped as many as two hundred other young women. In the end  he had been tried in the matter of ten of them. How he had been brought to justice at all, as I would discover, was an amazing story. But it was the killing of Carita, Samantha’s sister, that had earned him a sentence of life imprisonment.

I was here to interview Samantha as a journalist on commission for a magazine. But I, myself, already knew something about sibling loss under dramatic and tragic circumstances. Seven years earlier I had found my own older brother, also a journalist, dead from the effects of crack cocaine. He, I would eventually discover, had been on the fringes of a criminal conspiracy. As a consequence, I had had years of dealings with suspicious law-enforcement officials before I had got anywhere close to the truth. I hoped, almost sensed already as I walked up the path to the modest house, that Samantha and I would understand each other.

A smiling, beautiful woman in her late thirties came to the door, long blonde hair pushed back off her face. Taking me through into a large, open-plan room filled with toys and finger paints, Samantha introduced me to her husband, Richard, an Italian-American in his early forties, and their two exceptionally pretty children.

As we sat down and started to talk, Samantha reached out to a folder beside her and showed me a photograph of her sister, Carita, then aged twenty-one, taken shortly before her death. Gazing at this strikingly attractive dark-haired girl (their mother was a model), I was struck again by the horrific way her life had ended. I remembered the throwaway remark in a diary kept by this man, Joji Obara, alongside Carita’s name - the evidence that had judicially linked him to her death: ‘Carita Ridgway - too much chloroform.’

 



 



The stories of two young women from opposite ends of the earth, Carita and Lucie, both aged twenty-one, had come  together in the seaside apartment of a middle-aged Japanese businessman.

Their families, divided and feuding as they were as relationships fell to pieces, seemed at least to have been united in their grief and outrage at the loss of a child in young adulthood. Were it not for the tenacity of Carita’s and Lucie’s families, Obara might indeed have got away with it.

Lucie’s mother Jane felt unable to meet or communicate personally with me. And why should she rake up for yet another pushy journalist the trauma of Lucie’s death? Meanwhile, her determination to first find, then secure justice and retribution for the man accused of causing the death of her daughter was evidently as strong as anyone else’s.

 



 



In March 2007, two months before my trip to see Samantha, it had all seemed to be happening again. The battered body of another young woman, English-language teacher Lindsay Hawker, from Brandon, Coventry, was found buried in a bathtub filled with sand on the balcony of a Tokyo apartment. She had been strangled and bludgeoned to death, apparently by a Japanese male aged twenty-eight who had persuaded her to give him a one-off English lesson. He had evaded capture and disappeared - but there was lots of press speculation about this new killer and his grisly motivations. One Tokyo-based reporter was asked by his news editor in London: ‘Are there any new developments? It is simply impossible to overestimate the degree of interest there is in this creature with his fascination for white women.’ There was a renewed feeding frenzy as the racial stereotype of perverted oriental and pale-skinned female victim was revisited. It naturally served to heighten media interest in the trial of the original sex-monster-in-chief, Joji Obara (who of course had nothing to do with  this new tragedy), about to reach its climax in a Tokyo courtroom.

The legal process had been going on for seven years and it was still not over. Obara’s testimony throughout had been bizarre to say the least. He came across as cunning, but also intelligent. And he was not considered ‘mad’ in a judicial sense. In spite of the nature of his crimes, no court-appointed psychiatrist (as might be expected in say a British or American jurisdiction) had been asked to comment on the activities of someone who seemed to have realised the fantasies of subjection and rape that were already the everyday fare of the countless ‘image clubs’ and hentai (pornographic comics) for which Japan was infamous. Perhaps such things were considered unremarkable.

Obara called it ‘conquer play’, and the basis of his defence was that the women he had ‘played’ with had done so consensually. They were prostitutes who did such things for money. That they were ‘foreign’ and took drugs, as he insisted they did, seemed to absolve him from any guilt. I had it in mind to explore further the party scene into which these young women so lightly dipped on their carefree global travelling - and to see for myself that party capital of Japan, if not the world, Roppongi.

It was in a Roppongi nightclub that Lucie worked as a hostess selling, as one girl put it, ‘a fantasy love affair each night’. She was not and was never expected to be selling sex. Her tragedy was that one customer thought differently.

I became fascinated by the parallels in the Obara case between what actually happened to his victims and the erotic fantasy landscape that so many Japanese seemed to inhabit. Why was real sex crime and rape so much lower than in my own country, when Japanese pornography seemed the most violent and sadistic I had ever encountered?

Back in London, I found I could not forget the stories of  Carita, Lucie and Lindsay. Each of them had felt safe in Japan. Yet they had not been. I remembered Samantha’s words in particular: ‘Neither of us were too worried. At the time I was only twenty-three, Carita eighteen months younger, and I think both of us naively believed we understood Japanese culture. I knew men were fascinated by Western girls, and did not appreciate that this might sometimes be dangerous.’ Now I found myself wondering whether they had been misguided, unlucky or just childishly innocent.

I also wanted to know just why so many girls chose to go to Japan, either to work as teachers, hostesses or frequently both. What was going on? I did not for a moment believe I could ever fully comprehend Japanese culture and sexuality, or how the two interacted so perversely and tragically as in the case of Joji Obara and his victims.

But I wanted to find out more - about the three girls, about Joji and, most of all, about Japan. So I went there. This book is about what I found.
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PROLOGUE

Den-en-Chofu, Tokyo, October 2000

The house had something creepy about it for years. That’s what the neighbours said, anyway. It wasn’t especially old. It was a big, luxurious place with a gated drive, arranged on three floors with a kind of glazed observatory on the roof. The mansion - you would have to call it that - was set within a substantial garden, a fabulously lavish expanse by Japanese standards. This was where someone rich and important lived.

Or maybe they had done once. Rust stains bloomed through the rendered concrete. Tiles flaked from the walls exposing bare cement. At the gate, a surveillance camera blinked indifferently at the street. Grimy plastic bags flapped like stranded jellyfish in the unkempt bushes. The decrepitude of the house was emphasised by the neatness of its neighbours in this wealthy suburban enclave of well-tended gardens and topiary, private academies and discreet clinics, where even the little railway station had its own koi carp pond.

Detectives from the Keishicho, the Tokyo Metropolitan Police  Department, used heavy wire cutters to get through the steel gate. It bore a little name plate. Two uniformed officers stood at the end of the street to keep the curious away, not that anyone on this October morning in the wealthy suburb of Den-en-Chofu would ever think of prying into their neighbour’s business. This was where the wealthy sought seclusion and a certain anonymity - bankers, society surgeons, automotive industry chieftains. But there were some (or rather the servants and gardeners of the restless rich who used the place as a gilded dormitory) who had stories to tell about the house and the people who lived there.

The maid of an elderly couple who lived across the way had often heard dogs barking, but there was scarcely ever a sight of their owner, she said. Lights came on at night and sometimes during the day. There had been a rumpus a few years back. Men in dark suits had come and ‘For Sale’ signs were put on the gate - but no new owners had moved in. Then the place had gone back to sleep.

The house had apparently been in one ownership for decades. Once, a long time ago, a young man had come to live here with a maid, but nobody knew what had become of him.

It was the rubbish that caught the detectives’ attention: shards of broken furniture, shapeless bundles under the overgrown shrubbery. Then there were the cars - four of them - caked in grime and buried in ten seasons’ worth of leaves, tyres flat, windscreens blackened like blinded eyes, going nowhere. A Maserati Mistral, a fastback Bentley Continental, a red (though it was hard to tell under the dirt) Rolls-Royce Silver Cloud, an Aston Martin DB5 - props from a long-ago Bond movie, glamour chariots from another age.

Guarding the side door was something stranger still, a life-size ceramic statue of a German shepherd dog, with bared fangs and a pink tongue.

The forensic team were in the garden, poking the ground, looking for disturbed soil, while in the house detectives picked their way through heaps of rubbish - newspapers and magazines, car batteries, old TV sets and dust-caked electronic equipment. In one room there was a large medical wall chart depicting the structure of the human brain. A chest freezer hummed in the basement; inside it were animal feed, a bunch of roses frozen solid and what appeared to be the cryogenically preserved corpse of a large animal.

There were boxes of letters, receipts, documents, notebooks dating back years. There were whiskery audio-cassettes and reels of Super 8 home movie. Then there were the videos. Hundreds of them, some stacked in their cardboard sleeves, labelled, others strewn in piles, magnetic tape spilling out in slippery coils. All were gathered by the investigators and sealed in evidence bags. It took a large panel van to take them back to Azabu police station. How much more of this stuff was there?

The land registry listed more properties in the name of the mansion’s owner - a city apartment in the Akasaka district of Tokyo (a glitzy area of embassies and corporate headquarters), some sort of mansion in the hot-spring resort of Atami, eighty miles east of the capital, and two more properties a little apart from each other out on the coast, in Kanagawa Prefecture, south-east of Tokyo. They too would yield a strange harvest of evidence.

On the morning of 16 October 2000, at Azabu police station, a video player and monitor were set up so that the VCR evidence could be looked at by detectives. What was it they were looking at? Was this pornography? The lights were bright, the camera angle fixed. There was no music, no soundtrack. It featured a leading actor with an ever-changing cast of females. The show went on for hours with always the same plot: a middle-aged man, wearing nothing but a crude carnival mask,  manoeuvring a succession of apparently lifeless, naked women on to a bed in some anonymous apartment. There were screw hooks on the ceiling and by the sides of the bed to which their flopping limbs were sometimes tied. All were then penetrated with fingers, dildos or other objects. Some were left lying insensate until the lights were clearly burning their naked flesh. Still they did not stir.

The leading man appeared unable to perform sexually himself - at least not in any normal sense. Instead, he cavorted around his inert companions for hours on end. If this was porn, it was for connoisseurs only.

The females cast in this repellent drama were not dead. In some sequences they could be seen moving, rising up sometimes before having their faces swaddled in some kind of cloth by their tormentor and returning to rag-doll compliance with his gruesome script.

It was clear to the policemen as they stubbed out their cigarettes. The naked figure with the goatee was the man they had been holding in the station’s cells since his arrest three days before on suspicion of rape. He seemed to have had lots of names. The latest was Joji Obara.




PART ONE




CHAPTER 1

Lucie Blackman thought she was ordinary. Her self-judged ordinariness tormented her more than anything else. She would write about it in a diary which came into the public light in circumstances which were anything but ordinary.

‘I constantly hate myself,’ she wrote. ‘I’m so average. Every single part of me from head to toe is completely average . . . I feel so disgusting and ugly and average . . . I hate the way I look, I hate my hair, I hate my face, I hate my slanty eyes, I hate the mole on my face, I hate my teeth, I hate my chin, I hate my profile, I hate my neck, I hate my boobs, I hate my fat hips, I hate my fat stomach. I am so fucking up to my neck in debt and so badly need to do well.’

In short, Lucie Jane Blackman’s self-esteem was as shaky as that of any other twenty-one-year-old, not long fledged from gawky adolescence into young-adult womanhood. She drank too much, spent too much, hated her body (on the whole) and true love was hard to find. So yes, in all of that she was pretty normal. But she had already done some things in her life which, for a girl from Sevenoaks, Kent, were altogether remarkable.

She wrote her self-deprecating statements in Tokyo, capital of Japan, party capital of the world. Fate, ambition and curiosity had brought her there - like many hundreds of Western women - in the early summer of 2000, to have a good time and pile up some quick cash. She worked in a hostess bar. She was a gaijin girl, whose blonde foreignness Japanese men were supposed to find especially alluring. They would pay enormous sums, it seemed, just to sit with these girls in tacky clubs, make conversation in fractured English, have their drinks poured and cigarettes lit. Nothing else was expected or demanded. It was safe, safe, safe.

And it was fun, supposedly so. But right now, three weeks into her new career as queen of the Tokyo night, Lucie Jane Blackman thought she was completely crap at the job.

Getting work had been a breeze, just as her fellow traveller and best friend from school, Louise Phillips, had said it would be. Lucie and Lou had done everything together - left school and gone to work in London at the same boring bank. Then they had both got into British Airways as flight attendants. Louise had become as restless and bored with it as Lucie. But Louise thought she had found a way out. And now they were fluttering their eyelashes in Casablanca, a club in Roppongi. Every night Lucie was expected to laugh at the (mercifully incomprehensible) smutty jokes of middle-aged men, keep the whisky and tequila flowing and generally be as genki (lively) as possible.

Only she wasn’t feeling genki today. Why was she still here? The cell-like room in the gaijin house in Sendagaya, their tiny toehold in teeming Tokyo, was spinning. Pain shot through Lucie’s head as she reached her hand out for the furry rabbit-shaped alarm clock. Why did everything have to have cute animals on it? Everything in Tokyo was cute.

But not her. Lucie didn’t feel at all cute. Her mouth was parched. She couldn’t remember how much she’d had to drink the night before, only that it was a lot. She wondered how many calories there were in a glass of wine. At least, so she comforted herself, she hadn’t had much to eat. If only, if only they hadn’t decided to go out clubbing after her shift had ended at the club. But that’s what they always did. They’d done Geronimo’s, Wall Street, Hama’s and then some. What time had they got back? It was daylight anyway, with those big, glossy Tokyo crows pecking at the bags of rubbish in the street. The taxi fare had been gouging - as always.

Now it was already well past midday. Grabbing a bathrobe from the pile of clothes on the floor, Lucie gazed at it in disgust. It looked like it had been made for a ten-year-old. She didn’t know which of the others it belonged to. Her body felt stiff from sleeping on the floor.

Looking in the mirror, she was certain she saw the raised red tracing of a spot starting under her nose. She scrabbled through the pile of cosmetics on the table to try and find the tube of Dr.Ci:Labo. She knew someone had some. It was brilliant stuff (all the Japanese girls used it), but really expensive. All the girls borrowed one another’s stuff, and if she got good tips tonight she’d pay them straight back.

She could hear Louise in the shower ahead of her. Her friend had grabbed the next slot in the diminutive bathroom as the other girls in the house - dancers, models, teachers, hostesses, whatever - also blinked, scrubbed and cosmeticised their way into the challenges of an already passing Tokyo day. Tokyo had been Louise’s idea; or rather she was following the trail blazed by her older sister, Emma. Why was it always that way? Why did Louise always get there first? It was the same at the club. All the customers seemed to ask for Louise especially.

Still, Lucie told herself, if her best friend could get the hang of ‘Tokes’, so could she.

 



 



Lucie Blackman was already a seasoned traveller. She had left school aged eighteen, with three A levels. She was bright, intelligent, attractive. Going to university for another three years of studying was not on her agenda. She wanted to get out into the world as soon as she could.

Lucie’s parents had married young (Jane was twenty-two, Tim only a little older) and they had clambered up the social ladder as her self-employed builder father found financial success in property development. It had been a bumpy journey.

Jane had had more than her fair share of tragedy in her young life. At the age of thirteen she lost her own mother, Marie, to a brain tumour. Lucie, or Lula, as her mother called her, had been born in 1978 when Jane was barely twenty-five. Her younger sister Sophie was born two years later and her brother Rupert arrived in 1983. There were family holidays in Spain and on the Isle of Wight where Tim, a keen member of the classic and vintage yacht club, kept a boat - a beautiful thirty-three-foot Bermudan sloop, all teak and gleaming brass, called the Bettine. Jane, meanwhile, sought a post-parenting career, training in reflexology. She had qualified in 1991, the alternative therapy suiting her interest in the spiritual aspects of life.

Lucie’s home life was like a war zone. It had been for a long time. Her parents split rancorously in 1995, when Lucie was seventeen, after Tim had an affair (one of several, he would later confess) and headed for the door. Things got a bit quieter after that but not altogether. The truncated family soldiered on, remaining (on the whole) loyal to Jane. Lucie hardly saw her father for the next two and half years. He shuffled off (in penury, he would claim) to the Isle of Wight, where he found new love  with a new partner - Jo Burr, a blonde divorcee with four young children. He had known Jo for ages; her sister had been his teenage sweetheart.

Lucie’s late childhood and adolescence in a household at war was typical - there was nothing unusual about parental discord or mix-and-match families in late nineties Britain to scandalise the neighbours or set the school bullies on her. It was just that Lucie, as the eldest child, had to grow up that much quicker - her parents perhaps spending too much time picking each other to pieces to be able to worry about what she might be up to. According to her father, ‘Lucie’s independence of spirit stood her in good stead within the family dynamics. Where Sophie and her mother would meet head-on in an argument, Lucie quietly managed to defuse the situation.’ She was hard-working and as self-sufficient as she could be - she babysat, worked in Pizza Hut and went out to spend her hard-earned money on her own kind of fun.

In her father’s words: ‘No one was telling her what time to go to bed at night, she could go anywhere she liked, drink in bars, have sex with her boyfriends, do whatever she liked.’ Which was to see more of the world than just Sevenoaks. Aged eighteen she went to work at the office of the French bank, Société Générale, in the City of London, where her already good French became even better. Then she quit the bank job to try her luck as a flight attendant with British Airways.

Lucie passed the assessment and written exam with ease. To begin with, it was all terrific, but the short-haul regime of to-and-fro trolley-dollying quickly palled. Then Lucie was promoted to long-haul. There were new destinations - Moscow, Nairobi, Kingston, New York. But the permanent jet lag, the two-in-the-morning starts to get to Heathrow on time, day and night blurring into one, the overnights in a Crawley hostel, sleep  snatched in some bleak crewroom - soon stripped life of any lingering illusions of glamour. When not actually working she still lived with her mother and younger sister and brother in the family home from which she was rarely away for more than a few days.

It was ironic really. Even if it was no longer glamorous in Europe, in Asia, at least, the image of the airline ‘stewardess’ still remained exciting and escapist. In Japan for example, with its otherwise male-dominated work culture, becoming a flight attendant was fantastically aspirational. There were magazines about it and dozens of training schools in Tokyo to help college-leaving girls (for that is what you had to be - no non-graduates or older women need apply) learn how to pour drinks, make light-hearted English-language conversation and bow correctly.

Lucie didn’t do much bowing on BA. Her father confirms that the ‘apparent glamour and social status of being an air hostess’ was by now wearing distinctly thin. And despite criss-crossing the globe, she didn’t actually feel she was going anywhere. ‘One hotel room in one country is very much like another hotel room in another country,’ she once told her father. But she had learned how to look after herself, and - in working the aisles at thirty thousand feet - how to flatter middle-aged men. That was going to prove useful.

Anyway, the whole business of being a flight attendant (no one in the business spoke of air hostesses any more) was changing. The brash, new budget airlines were hiring kids and paying kids’ wages - but it was like a gap year as far as they were concerned. Go wild and travel for a few months while you are young, that was their idea. Was she going to pursue a career with the airline then settle down? Or do some major partying before she became too much older? Lucie Blackman was never quite sure.

Then, quite suddenly, Lucie decided to quit. She’d simply  had enough of being a flight attendant. Jane was concerned, of course, but inside she was ever so slightly relieved. Lucie got a job working in a local oyster bar. But another idea was forming for a new life of thrills and adventure, doing something a lot more exotic than asking the passengers in economy whether they wanted tea or coffee.

 



 



By now, Jane and Tim were not speaking on any level. Lucie took her mother’s side, as did her younger siblings. But Lucie was discreetly making contact with her exiled father. He tells how, in the summer of 1999, she spent a cheerful weekend with him, water-skiing and relaxing on his boat on the Solent. It was like the old days. But an anonymous ‘friend of the Blackman family’ was quoted in a newspaper some years after the events with a much less sentimental depiction of their relationship. Whoever it was doing the talking clearly hated Tim - and seemed to know a good deal about his financial affairs. The ‘friend’ had this to say about father and daughter: ‘To describe them as close is laughable. Lucie had built bridges with him before she went away because she was that kind of person. She didn’t want to have bad feeling as she went on her travels . . . But she hated what he had done to her mother. [Lucie] used to tell me he had hidden his money well because he seemed to have rather a lot, but there was never any available for her mother or the children. She had very mixed feelings about having a relationship with him at all.’

In September 1999 Tim and his new partner went off to America and bought another classic yacht, the Josephine, with the intention of restoring her to her splendid original condition in time to take part in the America’s Cup Jubilee Regatta in summer 2000.

Whatever the truth of the matter, life in the backwash of Tim  and Jane Blackman’s divorce was clearly only a little less stormy than it had been when they had lived together as husband and wife, although the battleground had now shifted to their lawyers. Lucie wasn’t earning much and her credit card was nudging the red line. But she really liked the idea of financial independence. She hated the mess her parents had made; when they communicated at all it was to row about money, and Lucie knew, from watching her mother, all about having to scrimp and save. That was certainly not her style. So, one day Lucie announced that she was going to pay off her debts and make lots of money. She was going to be a bar girl in Japan.

 



 



Just as it was for many girls who found themselves heading for Heathrow Airport with a Lonely Planet guide to Japan in their hand luggage (a good tip for getting through immigration at the other end; another was to dress like you really were a backpacker on a tourist visa and not like someone seeking work as a showgirl), for Lucie and Louise a more experienced friend or a big sister had been the ticket east.

Louise’s older sister Emma had just come back from faraway places. She had worked as a ‘hostess’ in Tokyo. It was safe and it was fun. Some girls signed up with recruiting agencies in London, but there was no need for that. They just had to go to Narita Airport and pick up Tokyo Classified magazine. There would be loads of job ads - they could take their pick. You were supposed to work in a place for three months minimum - but some clubs would hire for shorter periods or even offer a couple of nights’ trial. It would be easy.

Lucie’s mother would one day tell a newspaper reporter: ‘[Louise] told us it was safe - that there was no hidden agenda to the job, no sexual element. I knew Louise would never do anything silly.’

Lucie herself was just as reassuring. From what she’d been able to find out, it was all a big laugh with loads of money thrown in. As a girl she would meet in Tokyo would put it: ‘Where else can you get paid so well for working six hours a night and basically party and have a good time?’ One girl described it as being a ‘conversation prostitute’, while the United Nations International Labor Office, no less, in a special report on sex-workers in Japan defined hostessing as being no more than ‘conversation, pouring drinks, lighting cigarettes, but involving no physical contact or sex service’.

But telling either of her parents the whole truth was clearly difficult. Lucie had told her father that she would be working in a bar and staying in a flat owned by her friend Louise’s ‘aunt’ - who conveniently enough was Japanese and lived in the capital. They’d get cheap tickets courtesy of her old employers, British Airways, and be in and out of Japan on a ninety-day tourist visa. She’d be home by the beginning of August. Or maybe she’d go and see more of Asia - get to Thailand and end up in Australia. She told her younger sister that she would be back before anyone knew she’d even been away, and after that she was going to train as a primary school teacher - maybe. Anyway, whatever happened, she would earn enough in Japan to pay off her debts and then some. It was all going to be fantastic.

Japan appealed to Lucie. She liked what she’d heard of its consumer glitter - the huge shopping malls and department stores in Shibuya, Tokyo, filled with achingly fashionable young people and every kind of electronic gadget. Japanese stuff was expensive. But it was cute. Hello Kitty and the other cuddly denizens of the Sanrio character merchandising empire had long since pushed Barbie and My Little Pony out of many a nice English girl’s bedroom. You could even get a Hello Kitty mobile phone. Lucie would like a flash phone - just as she liked expensive clothes, shoes, handbags . . .

As her sister Sophie would say: ‘The idea that she was a backpacker is laughable. When Lucie decided to go on a trip she’d buy matching suitcases. The night before she left, I was helping her pack and she was trying to decide how many pairs of shoes she’d need for three months in Japan. Twenty? Would that be enough?’

Although the very idea of doing what Lucie and Louise were planning might have seemed extraordinary in their parents’ day, by the time Lucie was growing up, working as a Tokyo bargirl had become an established waypoint in globalised, young-adult culture. It was no more exotic (well, not much more) than clubbing in Ibiza or backpacking in Ko Samui. Lucie at the age of twenty-one was just embarking on her party years. Why not make loads of money at the same time?

But was it dangerous? Did you really get paid all that money and not have to do anything sexual? Apparently not - so Lucie had heard anyway. The literature around hostessing - novels and academic books - was enough to make it seem like Lucie would be an esteemed player in an ancient tradition rather than some kind of sex worker. The exquisite image of the geisha rather than the grounded flight attendant fluttered round the whole business. If you were a reasonably attractive Western woman, you could make big money just drinking and talking - you didn’t even have to speak Japanese. You would need ‘conversational skills’ and a ‘bubbly personality’, but Lucie had both of those - she’d shown that working the aisles with boring old British Airways. Now she’d be earning five times as much, just sitting and talking in a bar. She was made for it. So was Louise. What could possibly go wrong?




CHAPTER 2

When Lucie told her father about her plans to work as a Tokyo bar hostess, ‘she certainly didn’t say to me: “Hey, Dad, I’m going out to Japan to work on the fringes of the sex industry”,’ so Tim Blackman recalled. But that is precisely where she was headed, to try her hand at the nicer end of what was sometimes quaintly called mizu shobai (the ‘water trade’) - the night-time entertainment business involving female company and alcohol in varying degrees. But that harmless-sounding phrase had long ago been supplanted by the tougher label, fuzoku, encompassing every variation of paid-for carnality.

The word was derived from the ‘Public Morals Business Laws’, or fuzoku eigyoho, which passed into Japanese law over fifty years earlier and were still in force. They were originally enacted to try to keep prostitutes out of dance halls. Things had moved on a long way since then.

Lucie and Louise had done some research. But the exquisite differentiations between what was selling sex in Japan and what was not were far more complex than a magazine article or recruitment advert in an expat freesheet could possibly  explain. You could only find out, it seemed, by actually doing it.

All jobs in the water trade involved drinking and sex in some form. But the higher the class of the operation the less actual sex there was - that’s how it seemed to work. And once you were on the scene, there were all sorts of local distinctions as to what was expected, depending on where you were working. Roppongi was not Akasaka which was not Ginza which was certainly not Kabuki-cho - the prime red-light district of the capital.

There were all sorts of girls working the fuzoku business: Brazilians, Filipinas, Thais, Chinese, Colombians, Russians, Ukrainians, Romanians. But in fact the majority were Japanese. An unashamed gaijin sex tourist had this to say not long after Lucie’s arrival on a (very) informed website about J-girls who charged for sexual services: ‘[They are] above the legal age, they are not starving, they are not addicted to hard drugs and most do not seem to have been forced into this line of business. A lot of girls are simply trying to earn spending money,’ he said. ‘I have met a lot of fuzoku girls who are attending universities, two-year women’s colleges and special vocational schools. Therefore, a lot of fuzoku girls are fairly intelligent and culturally aware.’

A special slice of the trade seemed to be reserved for English-speakers - Aussies, Kiwis, Canadians, Americans and, presumably, Brits. Most of the girls were in their early twenties, although some were a lot older. They were a mix themselves: posh adventuresses, suburban rebels, emo-runaways, abuse-refugees, hard-core partiers, bored professionals and old-style hippies, the sort you were as likely to meet over again on the Kathmandu, Marrakesh, Goa, Phuket trail. Tokyo was just another stop on the circuit, but a special one, a place to boost the finances with a little light hostessing. It was horribly expensive just to live, but the trick was to keep some of what you earned in Japan back for later.

Lucie and Louise knew the kind of water traders they were going to be. Or they thought they did. There were these supposedly super-exclusive nightclubs where girls just had to listen to men’s jokes, light their cigarettes and smile. The idea was to lure a rich catch into a fantasy love affair while the bill was discreetly settled on a corporate expense account.

That was not the same as kayabajura (cabaret clubs), where  kyabajos (club girls) were expected to befriend whoever walked in and get their wallets opened pretty quick. Slightly below that were the ‘snack girls’ who worked the sunakku, the more humble bars where cocktails were mixed and booze poured out as rapidly as the attentive female staff might manage. You could find these places dotted all over Japanese cities. Below that - well, there was a lot below that.

The writer Angela Carter went to Tokyo in the early seventies, leaving her husband to be a ‘foreign hostess’ - one of the very first. Aged thirty-two at the time, she seemed to have been rather good at it. Middle-aged Japanese men went weak at the knees at her very gaijinness. She went on to write a magazine article about her experiences, which was published almost a decade before Lucie was even born. It may have been ages ago, but her pioneering adventures were still relevant when it came to the big question. How far were you expected to go?

Carter described a typical evening in Butterfly, a classy establishment, all chandeliers and pale wood, in Ginza, Tokyo’s swishest district:
One customer’s English was limited to the single word ‘masturbation’, which he pronounced very frequently and with a singular relish. Another raptly muttered the phrase, ‘sexual intercourse’, over and over again . . . while another grasped my thighs quite unexpectedly and then announced: ‘I want you tonight.’

It is no good turning wrathfully on the poor things and crying: ‘What do you think I am? A prostitute?’ They know you aren’t a prostitute.





That is how it was meant to be, in 1972 anyway. And that is how it was still meant to be almost thirty years later when Lucie and Louise bought their air tickets for Japan. But what about the  men - the clients they were supposed to entertain, the ones who somehow knew you weren’t a prostitute?

There was a general received wisdom passed on from girls who were veterans of the hostessing scene after just a few months. Any female flight attendant could recognise that the Japanese man liked to be treated as a pampered little boy. It could be explained quite easily - at home the wife was in charge. He gave her his salary and she gave him money with which to go out and have fun in the evening - with hostesses, more likely than not. It was all understood. Between them, the women made sure he was taken care of from morning to night.

But only fantasy women were allowed in the night-time world. They had to be players in a myriad individual fantasies. Lucie was intending to be one of them. Did she have the slightest idea what she was really going into?

 



 



On 3 May 2000, Lucie slept fitfully in her bedroom at home in Argyle Road, Sevenoaks. She had already stripped the room as if she wanted the break to be absolute this time. Posters were taken off the walls, books and cuddly toys packed away. Every record of her childhood and teenage years she’d ever kept had been thrown out or banished to the loft, it seemed. Her mother fretted. Are you sure you’re going to be all right? Are you sure it’s safe? The more Jane fussed, the more determined Lucie was to go.

Jane Blackman had written off to get a gas-powered rape alarm from the Suzy Lamplugh Trust (which had been established by a mourning mother who had lost her daughter to a mysterious attacker). She put a card with guardian angels on it in her daughter’s handbag and scattered New-Age healing crystals in her luggage just to be on the safe side. Lucie shrugged. That’s how Mum was.

In the early hours Sophie climbed into bed with Lucie for a sisterly cuddle. She’d intended to give her a good luck card, but instead it had turned into a sixteen-page letter to be read on the plane. Lucie was as reassuring as she could be in return. Of course she’d be OK, she’d ring or e-mail every day; or so she promised.

It was the middle of the night when the minicab arrived to take Lucie to Heathrow, a journey she’d so often made before to set out across the world. Only now she was a paying customer, and so was Louise Phillips. They found it funny that their previous employer’s bitter rival, Virgin Atlantic, would be getting their business.

It was 4 May 2000, a Thursday. London was electing its mayor. The new euro currency was in some sort of trouble and Coldplay were the chart sensation. It was goodbye to all that. But they’d bought return tickets, so it wasn’t goodbye for ever.

The Virgin Atlantic Boeing 747 was packed, economy class full of eager young people - British, Japanese, Aussies. Lucie and Louise were being waited on for a change. The in-flight movies were that spring’s hits: Erin Brokovich, Gladiator, and The Beach, ‘a story about backpackers whacked out in Thailand’. That would be popular on this flight. This was going to be fun.




CHAPTER 3

Eight Years Earlier

Safe, safe, safe. That was the message about hostessing in Tokyo. It had been for years, since the first suburban adventuresses set out for the Japanese capital in the crazy bubble years. A girl could make enough money in three months to spend on seeing the rest of the world, or at least a big chunk of Asia, in another nine. Young Australians especially had blazed this trail as part of the post-hippy, no-worries, global travelling culture.

In 1987 a young, Liverpool-born English guy was setting off in the other direction. Aged twenty-two, he had gone travelling after school in 1984 to have as much fun and adventure as he could before his inner conformist won out (he would end up being a lawyer). His destination was Australia.

He met a beautiful girl in Sydney. Her name was Carita Ridgway and she had grown up with her older sister, Samantha, in Perth, Western Australia. As Robert would tell their story: ‘We shared a large house with other backpackers. Within a few weeks  of meeting we were sharing a room. We lived together in Sydney until late 1988 when Carita went to Japan for the first time with her friend Linda. They planned to be there for about three months, working as hostesses.’

It was the crazy, tottering height of the economic boom and times could not have been better for an attractive girl in her late teens looking to make money in Japan. Robert stayed in Australia, but he met up again with Carita in Hong Kong and their freewheeling love affair resumed. They criss-crossed the globe (spending new year in his native Liverpool), via California and Mexico, then went back to Sydney where Samantha came to live with them in ‘a big house in Clovelly overlooking Coogee Bay’.

Robert went to college in Sydney to do his university entrance exams while Carita worked in a restaurant and took acting classes in the city. In early 1990 she and Linda returned to Japan for a second three-month stint as hostesses. She’d got a ‘working holiday’ visa so things were sort of legal (working in nightclubs was disbarred from the working-holiday programme that had begun as an Australian-only thing - but the police never checked). In 1991 Carita and Robert spent the summer together on Ko Samui in Thailand. Back then, the island was still the kind of place where backpackers partied till dawn on the beach. Conditions were primitive but both of them stayed remarkably healthy.

Samantha, meanwhile, had also left for Tokyo with the same working holiday stamp from the Japanese consulate in her passport, but not to work as a hostess. She had gone as that other gaijin girl staple, an English teacher (for which that type of visa was specifically designed) and to be with her Japanese boyfriend, Hideki Toyama, whom she had first met while working as a hostess in a Japanese bar in Sydney where Hideki was head waiter.

In early December 1991, Carita flew in to Tokyo from Sydney to join her sister. They shared a double room at the Friendship House in Kichijogi, a gaijin hostel for teachers in Tokyo’s western suburbs. There were eighteen young men and women staying there of all nationalities, most of them working for the big English-language school, Nova.

On this, her third stay in the city, Carita was looking for a teaching job, but the Japanese bubble was deflating rapidly and teaching jobs were all of a sudden at a premium. While Carita searched for work, Samantha took time out to explore the city with her sister. Carita was getting worried. The Tachikawa branch of Berlitz where Samantha worked was not hiring. Nor right now was Nova. But the water trade certainly was. There was a page of small ads wanting hostesses in the English-language Japan Times. Carita could take her pick.

She found a job pretty fast at Club Ayakoji in Ginza. She was on a working holiday visa again so that was all right. In Samantha’s words: ‘Carita was like a cross between Winona Ryder and Kate Moss - ultra-feminine and sweet-natured. Men just melted.’ The mama-san (den mother) took her on sight. Older and more experienced, she did well this third time round. Pretty soon she was going out on dohans, a kind of paid-for date where the customer took a girl out to dinner before bringing her back to the club. That was the way to make real money.

On the morning of Friday 14 February, 1992, Samantha left the house in Kichijogi and went to work at the Tachikawa Berlitz. Carita went out early in the evening, heading as usual by subway for the Ayakoji club in Ginza. Samantha went straight from the language school quite late on the Friday evening to Hideki’s house where, as she would recall: ‘It was Valentine’s Day and should have been a romantic evening. But instead we spent a lot of time arguing and trying to decide  whether or not to stay together. I just couldn’t see myself as an obedient Japanese wife.’

The tempests raged through Saturday night and on until Sunday morning, when she went back to the hostel, expecting to see her sister there. Instead, one of the housemates, an Italian girl called Santa Mautone, gave her the news that someone had rung and left a message for her. Samantha recalled its contents and how she felt when it was relayed:

‘“Your sister, Carita, has gone away with friends.” It was a man’s voice, quite old sounding, no one [that Santa Mautone] recognised.

‘Carita had only arrived in Tokyo eight weeks before. She didn’t know anyone well enough to “stay” with them. Who were these mysterious friends? And how had whoever left the message got my name and telephone number? I felt very alarmed.’

Samantha spent the rest of the day in a state of increasing anxiety. The evening came and went with no word from her sister. ‘By now I felt very worried indeed,’ she recalled. ‘After a sleepless night, I started getting ready for work, only to be interrupted at nine o’clock by a call from a nurse at the Hideshima Hospital saying: “Your sister has been admitted to hospital suffering from severe food poisoning. Can you come immediately?”’

Samantha scrambled to get to the Kichijogi Emergency Hospital - part of the vast Hideshima Hospital in Mushashino City. Nursing staff told her in broken English what seemed to have happened. The story was garbled, bizarre, like a mad thriller plot. She was told that a Japanese man had dropped her sister off in the early hours of the morning, saying that she had eaten ‘bad shellfish’. Yes, he had left his name. It was Akira Nishida. He had then left without giving any further details, but had at least given Samantha’s name and phone number to the hospital. That is how they had been able to ring her. How  had he got that information? Who was this man? Who was Akira Nishida?

But then such questions were irrelevant. She had to see Carita - whatever state she was in. ‘The doctor warned me that he had given Carita a painkiller that would make it difficult for her to speak,’ Samantha recalled. ‘The doctors did not want me to see her. I had to insist. But nothing prepared me for the shock of seeing how ill she looked. I kept asking her “Who is Nishida? Who is Nishida?” But she was so drowsy she couldn’t answer.’

Within a few hours Carita lost consciousness completely. The diagnosis was hepatitis and acute liver failure. Samantha recalled the terror of it all. ‘As I went to the telephone to call my parents to fly out to Japan as fast as they could, the doctor told me: “We think your sister might be dying.”’

Samantha rang Robert Finnigan, who was ‘absolutely distraught’. The medical team asked her if Carita took drugs. Their questioning was brusque, as if that was what they expected of a young foreign woman. Her answer was an indignant ‘No!’

The doctor said Carita may have drug-induced hepatitis D. She asked him, ‘How is that possible?’ But Dr Nishi shrugged. Then, ‘They changed their diagnosis to hepatitis E, but had no idea how she may have contracted it,’ Samantha recalled.

Surprisingly, Nishida rang the gaijin house several times that evening, asking after Carita in ‘a soft-spoken and persuasive voice’. He said that ‘he had taken Carita to Kamakura [a popular tourist destination south of Tokyo], and she had got food poisoning’. Samantha was furious. Carita had hepatitis, not food poisoning, she told him.

Nishida tried to defend himself with various excuses, and told her that he’d had his own doctor give Carita an ‘anti-nausea’ injection before he took her to the hospital.

Samantha demanded to know what had really happened.

What had he done? Who the hell was he? ‘But he obstinately refused to tell me anything,’ she said. ‘Although I reported his calls to the police immediately, they took no action to investigate. So I asked Hideki to try to find him.’

On 19 February, Annette Ridgway and Robert Finnigan arrived in Tokyo. All they could do at Hideshima Hospital was to huddle helplessly at Carita’s bedside, while doctors struggled with blood plasma transfusions. Nigel Ridgway, Carita’s father, arrived soon after.

The next day, Thursday 20 February, a doctor tested Carita’s responses by pricking her feet. There was no reaction. She was in a deep coma. At about six o’clock that same evening, Nishida called the Friendship House, this time asking to speak to Carita’s mother.

Samantha asked Annette to take the call, to try to arrange a meeting with this weird guy so they could at least find out more - where he lived, who he was. Her mother spoke to whoever was on the line as pleasantly as she could. A meeting was suggested. If they could just get him to show himself, make contact physically, they might find out what had really happened. Carita was in a coma. Finding out could save her life. The mysterious Nishida agreed to a meeting at Haneda Airport Hotel on Sunday night, 1 March, with just Annette and Nigel there. Samantha, Hideki and anybody else of the younger generation would be too angry to make sense of it all, he explained. He was a good judge of character.

The meeting was more than a week away. Carita might be dead by then. Was there anything more they could do? What about the police? The days passed in increasing anguish and frustration. In the intensive care unit, Carita flickered between life and death, her brain swelling as her liver progressively failed to function, as if ravaged by some toxic substance.

On the Wednesday, the family went to the Australian Embassy. A consular official contacted the Tokyo Metropolitan Police Department. Samantha and Hideki went to the station at Mushashino City to try to get some action. The police ignored what they had to say, and in turn made accusations against Samantha and Carita. Did she take drugs? Did she work as a hostess? Was she working while on a tourist visa? They clearly had a well-worn agenda whenever a gaijin girl got into some sort of trouble. The housemates at Kichijogi were never questioned; the Nishida calls were treated as the product of an hysterical hallucination.

But they were real enough. Nishida called several times over the next few days. Samantha tried to get his number, his address, anything to find him. She tried the police once again. They were not interested.

In one of Nishida’s creepy calls, Samantha demanded that he call the police himself to say what had really happened. Amazingly, he did ring the police, but he gave the same false name, and told them that he was a friend of Carita, the girl now lying in Hideshima Hospital, and that he had taken her there in good faith. Nothing untoward had happened, no crime was committed. It was food poisoning. Bad shellfish; nothing more.

In the meantime, Carita’s condition had worsened. Ten days after being admitted to hospital, she was transferred to Tokyo Women’s Hospital in Shinjuku. But by Saturday, 29 February, just three days short of Carita’s twenty-second birthday, the consultant finally told her parents: ‘Your daughter is brain dead.’ He asked them if they wanted to switch off her life-support machine. They couldn’t decide - not yet.

That evening, Carita’s parents went to the Club Ayakoji in Ginza to talk, if they could, to the mama-san about Carita and Mr Nishida. She agreed to meet them - but claimed to know  nothing. That’s what they all said. She gave them Carita’s outstanding pay.

Then Nishida called Samantha again - this time at Hideki’s apartment - offering one million yen to help pay for, as he said, ‘the family’s air fares from Australia and Carita’s medical costs’.

‘Although I was reluctant to accept anything from him, I did agree on condition that he deposit the money into my bank account. I thought this would be a way of forcing him to identify himself,’ she recalled. But it didn’t work out like that. He had carefully covered his tracks. This man, whoever he was, was clearly very clever at disguising his identity, at making calls and payments without leaving paper or electronic traces.

OEBPS/page-template.xpgt
 

 
	 
		 
	

	 
		 
	

	 
		 
	

	 
		 
	

	 
		 
	    		 
	   		 
	    		 
		
	



 
	 






OEBPS/clar_9780748112081_msr_cvi_r1.jpg
TOKYO
HOSTESS

Clare Campbell





