
	Could Japanese demons cause a car accident, or is the culprit a Crimson Cat?

	 

	 

	When Tomi Hadley and his brother, Ren, make fun of their Japanese-born mom’s annual Setsubun bean-throwing celebrations, she’s furious. She warns them that their ridicule of her folkloric beliefs could be deadly. As if to prove her words, shortly after leaving her house, the two men are almost killed in a car accident by a hit-and-run driver.

	Tomi’s whole world collapses. Worried about his brother, whose injuries are severe, Tomi struggles to put the pieces of his life back together. This is nearly impossible, however, since he loses his dream job due to his inability to work, and then there’s his mom’s insistence that oni, Japanese demons, caused the collision.

	But one day, when Tomi sees a man washing his car on the street, he realizes it’s the same vehicle that caused the accident—a classic red sports car called a Crimson Cat. And the driver, the surprisingly handsome attorney Dusty Grayson, seems to be a man of hidden depth and many, many secrets...
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	To everybody who’s ever lusted after a vintage car.

	Be careful what you wish for!

	 


Chapter One

	 

	 

	“Demons out! Good luck in! Demons out! Good luck in!”

	The winds howled on that frigid, early spring evening as Tomi Hadley and his brother Ren stood outside their parents’ elegant Capri Drive home, hurling dried, roasted soybeans into the front garden.

	“Again!” their mother shouted.

	“Demons out! Good luck in! Demons out! Good luck in!”

	Their chant picked up against the chilly breeze, their mother’s strident voice rising above the others. Tomi glanced at Ren and noticed how mortified he looked. Their Japanese-born mom didn’t ask much of them, not really, but she had a perverse adherence to some really oddball traditions. Some of them could put a strain on any relationship.

	“Louder!” Mom yelled. She began chanting in Japanese. “Oni wa soto! Fuku wa uchi!”

	Really? Do we really need the entire city to hear us?

	Tomi and Ren picked up the volume in English, one last time. A few of the neighbors were watching from the confines of their spacious homes; Tomi could tell by the sudden snap of Venetian blinds from across the road in one window, a shifting curtain in another. They were probably getting a damned good laugh out of the Hadleys tossing soybeans everywhere.

	This sort of thing wasn’t customary in the tiny suburb of Pacific Palisades. It was bad enough that the Hadleys had moved in seven months ago and ripped out their lush, tropical foliage more typical of the upscale Los Angeles beach cliff suburb. More than a few had grumbled when Tomi’s parents filled the empty space with Zen pebbles and a large, wooden bench.

	“Inside!” Mom suddenly trilled.

	Not a minute too soon. I hope this doesn’t wind up on YouTube.

	Tomi followed Ren, as they kicked off their shoes and stowed them by the front door. Another Japanese custom their mother insisted upon. Ren kept his head down as he encountered his boyfriend Steve, who’d been watching from inside the house. Steve, being an LAPD detective, had balked at participating in the family’s annual Setsubun ceremony and Dad had volunteered to keep him company.

	Dad would find any excuse, to be honest. He seemed embarrassed by what he considered his wife’s old-world customs, but Setsubun was still revered in Japan as a spring cleansing ritual.

	“Shoes,” Dad whispered to Tomi as he walked back inside the house.

	Tomi looked over his shoulder and fought to stop the urge to swear. He turned the shoes around, toes pointing outward. To ward off bad luck, you know. Shoes pointed inward drove away money and good fortune, according to Mom.

	Steve appeared to be working hard to keep a straight face as he asked Ren, “Did you drive away the demons?”

	Ren’s cheeks flamed an extra deep shade of red. Tomi cringed inwardly for him.

	“Not yet,” Mom said, holding up a finger. “Now comes the fun part. This is what seals the deal.”

	Tomi and Ren exchanged uneasy glances. Fun, like beauty, was in the eye of the beholder.

	They all trooped into the large, airy kitchen. Dad moved to the table and picked up his Sudoku crossword. Mom rushed in, and he instantly closed the puzzle book Tomi had given him, but Mom had already seen it. She frowned, a frosty air enveloping her as she brought the bowl of dried soybeans to the middle of the table.

	She placed small black dishes in front of them all and garish, colorful masks.

	Oh, God. Please don’t let her insist we wear these.

	But Mom focused on Dad. “Anthony, if the oni come and bring us bad luck, I’ll know who to blame.”

	“What’s an oni?” Steve asked.

	Ren closed his eyes.

	Tomi quickly said, “The demons.”

	Steve’s mouth opened a little farther. “Oh, right.”

	“Am I the weirdest guy you ever dated?” Ren asked in hushed tones as Mom bustled around with last-minute preparations. Tomi comforted himself with the fact she was an expert cook, and her food would be tasty.

	“Babe,” Steve said. “You take the cake.” He smiled as he said it but Ren’s face fell. He looked devastated.

	They all lapsed into an awkward silence. Their parents had been embarrassing them for years, but poor Ren. Tomi really felt for him.

	“It’s a tradition back in Japan,” Dad said.

	Steve nodded. “Right, right. Ren told me about the ah... ritual, before. I ah... just didn’t catch the name.”

	It was evident the detective was still working hard not to laugh.

	“My wife believes in it and we humor... er... indulge her.”

	Steve smiled.

	Oh, Christ. He thinks we’re lunatics.

	“They say that throwing beans at the oni means they can’t bring us bad luck,” Tomi said quickly.

	“Or bad health,” Mom said as she brought over a wooden tray loaded with eho-maki, special setsubun sushi rolls. They looked delicious, but Tomi had forgotten the ridiculous ritual that went along with eating these delectable offerings.

	Mom sat at the table, shaking out a damp sheet of paper.

	Oh, man. Steve’s gonna think we’re freaks of the week when he hears this. He stole a look at his brother, whose misery was evident. Tomi had tried to talk Ren out of bringing his new man here tonight of all nights, but Steve had been insistent and Ren, so whacked out on love for the guy, made the poor decision to throw caution to the wind.

	At least Steve was still here.

	So far.

	“Okay,” Mom said. “We each need to make a wish—”

	Dad stuck out a hand and plucked one of the seaweed-wrapped offerings and ate it whole. Mom frowned at him.

	“Yes, you are supposed to eat it whole,” she said, gripping her chopsticks in a clenched fist. Tomi was afraid she’d attempt to stab him with them. “But first, and I mean first, Anthony, you have to turn to the lucky direction for the year and eat the whole roll in complete silence for good luck. So everybody, turn south, south-southeast, and a little bit to the right.”

	There was some argument about which direction was south-southeast and how far to the right they were supposed to turn.

	Steve did a bang-up job of not laughing out loud, even when Dad crashed into him and started dancing like a loon.

	At least he’s keeping his trousers on. Tomi sighed. Dad and his imaginary music.

	Mom frowned. She couldn’t say anything because she was too busy eating her sushi roll and would never break a rule. Especially a no-speaking rule.

	“Delicious,” Steve said. He glanced at each of them. “Too soon to talk?” he asked, reaching for another roll.

	Last summer, Ren had brought a date to dinner. The guy had literally run for his life when Dad took his pants off after dinner because it was too hot. This was something he learned from his father-in-law. It grilled Tomi’s cheese to no end that Dad could pick and choose the traditions he thought bizarre and the ones he embraced wholeheartedly.

	Tomi and Ren knew this was customary in many traditional Japanese families but Ren’s boyfriend at the time had been appalled. Dad in his underpants was not exactly an attractive site. Tomi had never brought a man home and had no intention of doing so anytime soon. It was painful explaining some of the more... eye-opening family photos Mom kept on the living room piano such as the half-naked one of her great, great Uncle Kenji, the eunuch attendant in some Japanese emperor’s court.

	They all sat down again.

	“So, are soybeans like the Japanese equivalent of garlic or something?” Steve asked.

	“Huh?” Tomi came back to earth with a thud. Ren ran a hand over his face as Mom glared at Steve. She looked like she was going to say something nasty, then her landline phone rang. Ren took advantage of her distraction as she took the call to start meting out the beans.

	“What’s happening now?” Steve asked.

	“Now we each eat the number of dried soybeans equal to our age, plus one extra,” Tomi said.

	Steve looked pained. “Do I have to?”

	Tomi fixed him with a pleading look. “They’re not bad, I promise.”

	“Okay.” Steve sighed. “Good thing I’m crazy about your brother.”

	Tomi gave him what he hoped was an encouraging smile.

	Mom turned and narrowed her gaze at them. When she saw that Ren was dutifully assigning the beans, she turned back to her phone conversation.

	“You get thirty-one beans,” Ren said to Steve. “Thirty for you, Tomi, and I get twenty-four.”

	Twenty-four? And the rest!

	Dad gave Ren an incredulous look, then flicked a worried glance at Mom. Thank God she was busy. She’d go berserk if she knew that Ren had just shaved five years off his life.

	The oni, she’d scream. The oni!

	Tomi and
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