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      While Choosing Cassidy is low-angst and meant to be a short, sweet, and steamy read, this story does discuss the heroine’s childhood being bounced around between foster families and a mother who struggled with drug addiction, her former relationship with an emotionally abusive man thirteen years her senior, and unwanted advances being made toward her by a talk show host. The hero and heroine also visit a teenage cancer patient during the story. I know these can be sensitive subjects, so I don’t want my readers to be caught unaware.

      And on that note, happy reading, and I hope you love Cassidy and Evan as much as I do!

    

  


  
    
      
        
        For everyone who has been asking for a pop star and football player romance. Don’t ever let anyone make you feel silly for rooting for love.
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          EVAN

        

      

    

    
      TWO MONTHS AGO

      “Here to perform her new hit single, ‘Not My Romeo,’ please give a warm welcome to…Cassidy King!” George Rossum, the host of Morning Mayhem, announced on the television screen.

      I watched as the blue velvet curtain rose to reveal the twenty-two-year-old pop star who had taken the world by storm over the past few years, and I couldn’t help smiling as she flushed slightly and cast her eyes downward hearing the applause from the studio audience. Even though her first album had put her on the map immediately, and she’d followed it up with a second album that was even better than the first, she clearly still hadn’t gotten used to the spotlight.

      As she started shredding her electric guitar, playing an upbeat and slightly edgy melody, and sang about a man who kept unsuccessfully trying to earn her affections, I just sat there mesmerized by her performance. I couldn’t wait to attend the opening night of her concert tour with Arielle DeVille in a couple of months. If she could captivate me like this from behind a television screen, I could only imagine what seeing her live would be like.

      “Wow!” George laughed as he walked over to the performance stage after the song was over, holding out his hand, which she took for a handshake. “Thank you, Cassidy. That was just fantastic!”

      …And then he yanked her into a hug, and I couldn’t quite tell from the angle of the camera, but I could have sworn he tried to grab her ass. If her expression and the way she jerked away from him were anything to go by, I would have bet a million dollars that I was right. My blood started to boil and my hand clenched into a fist on the arm of the sofa as I watched her smile – which had been radiant when she’d finished her performance – fade to something tight and forced while she followed him back to the armchairs and sat down for her interview.

      Calm the fuck down, Montgomery, I chastised myself. You don’t even know this girl.

      Except that I didn’t have to know Cassidy to be outraged that a man who was old enough to be her father was using his position to make inappropriate and unwanted advances toward her. That wasn’t okay, no matter who she was.

      “So, Cassidy, you’re getting ready to go on tour soon, right?” the sleazebag asked.

      “That’s right.” Her voice had a slight tremor to it, like she was nervous or uncomfortable…or both. “I’m hitting the road with a really good friend of mine, Arielle DeVille, in a couple of months.”

      “And that’s...that’s Daphne DeVille’s stepdaughter, right?”

      “Technically, but they hate the ‘step’ part. Daph’s her mom in all the ways that matter.”

      “Now, correct me if I’m wrong, but didn’t you originally audition to be in Arielle’s band when you were starting out as a musician?”

      She let out what sounded like a forced laugh. “Yes, I did. Um, at the time, I was living with someone who used to work with Daphne, and they helped me record a demo and gave it to Daph personally. I couldn’t believe it when I got the call that she wanted to meet with me at all, and then she told me she wanted to sign me to the label as an artist, not as part of Ari’s band.”

      “That must have been quite a shock for you,” he chuckled dryly.

      “Yeah, I’m honestly surprised I didn’t pass out. But Ari and I are best friends now, and I’m super excited that I get to do this tour with her. It’s going to be a lot of fun.”

      “Now, is there anyone special who’ll be missing you at home while you’re traveling around the country?” he asked with a sly smile.

      I rolled my eyes and shook my head. If he paid attention to the press at all, this asswipe would have known that she’d broken up with her last boyfriend, a thirty-five-year-old actor by the name of Jeremy Connors, about six months ago. I’d always gotten a weird vibe from him, but after seeing the press surrounding their breakup…well, I couldn’t stand the guy now. He’d dragged her name through the mud, blaming her for seducing him and then being “too immature to handle a real relationship.” Because that wasn’t at all weird or predatory.

      And then, to top it off, the jerk had tried to sue Cassidy for defamation last month when the album Not My Romeo released, featuring a song called “First Forever” that painted him in a less-than-favorable light. Thankfully, the lawsuit had quickly been thrown out for lack of merit since she’d never actually mentioned his name in the song or said it was about him, but her image in the media still hadn’t recovered.

      I could see the rise and fall of Cassidy’s shoulders, like she was heaving a sigh, before she answered. Obviously, she was just as frustrated by the direction this interview had taken as I was.

      “Nope. It’s just me and my bird. But he’s coming with me,” she muttered.

      “Really? Pretty girl like you? You’re not dating anyone?” he pressed.

      “No, I’m not,” she clipped out. “I’m too focused on my music to worry about dating right now.”

      “Well, is there anyone you have your eye on? I’m sure any guy would go for you in a heartbeat.”

      “I just said I’m focusing on my music,” she snapped as her eyes narrowed slightly. “And why does it matter, anyway? Who I’m dating – or not dating – has nothing to do with my career.”

      “Oh, come on. You’ve got to have a favorite actor or singer you’d like to spend some time with.”

      Oh, my fucking God. Couldn’t this jerk take a hint and realize she didn’t want to talk about this?

      “Well, I’d really like to meet P!nk and Adam Lambert. And I know I’m a dork, but I really admire Johnny Rzeznik and Rob Thomas too. I hope I can be half as good of a songwriter as they are one day.”

      I snorted out a laugh at the way she’d thrown that question right back in his face while still technically answering it. I’d have done the exact same thing if I’d been her. Judging by the way she’d been handling herself during this interview, I had a feeling she and I would get along really well if we ever met.

      George actually rolled his eyes at her as he let out an annoyed sigh. “I meant someone you could see yourself dating. You really don’t have any celebrity crushes?”

      “I mean…I’m a huge fan of Evan Montgomery,” she finally said. “I’m not sure if you could really call it a crush, but I would love to meet him someday.”

      I choked on the drink of coffee I’d just taken. Had she just said⁠—

      “Evan Montgomery, the running back for the Orlando Dragons?” George clarified.

      She nodded. “He’s from Brooklyn, like me. I used to love watching him play college ball for New York, so I just kind of kept cheering for him when he got signed by the Dragons.”

      Hold. The. Damn. Phone.

      Cassidy King wanted to meet me?

      Well, that could be arranged. Easily. I was about to attend her concert, after all.

      It wasn’t every day that a guy found out his celebrity crush had a crush on him too. And even if it just ended in friendship, I’d be damned if I’d pass up the opportunity to connect with her.
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          CASSIDY

        

      

    

    
      I took a deep breath to calm my nerves as I carried the huge metal cage onto my tour bus.

      Tonight marked the beginning of my double headlining tour with my best friend, Arielle DeVille…and I still couldn’t believe that this was really happening.

      There wasn’t a day that went by when I wasn’t beyond grateful for the direction my life had taken, but sometimes I still had to pinch myself to make sure it was real. Because after growing up with a mother who cared more about her next fix than about her own daughter…well, having an actual rock star notice my passion for music and take the time to help me nurture it and turn it into a career wasn’t something I had ever expected to happen.

      “Okay, buddy. Here we are,” I said as I removed the felt cover from my African gray parrot, Gandalf’s, travel cage.

      “Chirp off,” he squawked.

      I snorted. “That’s not nice, Gan. Look over there. That’s your house for the next six months.”

      “Fucking helpful,” he muttered, then made a farting sound. “Birds shit in the woods.”

      That made me laugh. I’d only had Gandalf for about a year, and I already couldn’t imagine my life without this ornery little guy. He was sarcastic as hell and talked like a sailor, but he was also the sweetest bird and loved to sit on the couch with me while I watched TV or played my guitar. And I’d been told that the fact that he was so vocal with me meant he felt happy and safe.

      “You ready to get out of there and check out your new cage?” I asked as I set the cage on the couch and opened the door. “Step up.”

      I held out two fingers, and he immediately stepped onto them, perching on my hand as I pulled him out of the carrier.

      “Shake it off,” he chirped as he ruffled his feathers a little. “Want a snack?”

      “You want a snack?” I asked. “Okay, I’ll get you a snack as soon as I get you settled.”

      I opened the latch of the large floor-to-ceiling white cage that was set up with all kinds of stuff for him to climb and swing on and stuck my arm inside, but he didn’t budge. He just stayed there perched on my fingers, looking around.

      “Go on. It’s yours,” I encouraged him, moving my hand a little closer to a rope swing.

      Just as he stepped onto the rope, there was a knock on the wall, and I turned to find my foster moms, Love and Willow, stepping onto the bus.

      “Hey, girlie,” Love said with a grin. “We just came by to make sure you and Gandalf were getting settled in okay.”

      I smiled as I latched the cage shut and went to the counter of my kitchenette to grab the jar of pistachios I’d stashed here earlier.

      “Yep, we’re doing good. He’s a little freaked out, but he’s still talking, so I think he’ll be fine.” Pulling one of the nuts out of the jar, I held it out to Gandalf. “Here’s a ’stachio, buddy.”

      He immediately grabbed it and started ripping the shell off and munching on the goodie inside.

      “Hey, Gandalf,” Willow said as she walked up to the cage. “How do you like your new cage?”

      “Fuckin’ crime,” he squawked. “Bad bird.”

      She giggled. “No, you’re a good bird.”

      “Gandalf Graybird. Call the cops on this one.”

      I laughed and gave him another pistachio, then turned to Willow. “You still good to share the stage with me tonight before I steal your wife for the next six months?”

      “Absolutely, I am.” She gave me a huge hug. “You have no idea how proud of you I am, Cass.”

      Love joined in on the hug, wrapping an arm around each of us. “How proud we both are. I’m so excited that I get to come and see you shine every night.”

      “I’m glad you’ll be with me,” I told her. “I’m so nervous.”

      “You’ll be amazing, woman,” she encouraged me.

      “Wanna cuddle that,” Gandalf piped up.

      I chuckled. “Aww. You want a cuddle, Gan?”

      Opening his cage, I stuck my hand in and let him perch on it before pulling him out and stroking the beautiful gray feathers on his head. Very slowly, so he could see what I was doing, I planted a kiss on his head, and in return, he pressed his beak to my cheek and made a kissing sound.

      “I love you too, buddy,” I told him.

      “He’s so lucky to have you,” Love murmured. “He needed someone like you.”

      “We needed each other,” I said with a smile. “Didn’t we, bud?”

      “Mom hits me!”

      I sighed. That was something he’d picked up from his former owners, and no matter how much I’d tried to work on getting him to stop saying it, he was a parrot. He mimicked things he’d heard over and over again. It was also where he’d picked up “bad bird.”

      “Nope. What does Mom do?” I reminded him.

      “Mom love…”

      “That’s right. Mom loves you.” I kissed his beak.

      I heard motion behind me, and I turned to find Arielle and her thirteen-year-old sister, Melody, stepping onto the bus. I’d only known them for a few years, but these girls were the sisters I’d always wanted, and I was so excited about being able to share the stage with Arielle for the next six months. That was the one part of this tour I wasn’t nervous about.

      I hadn’t been expecting to see them before I got to Madison Square Garden, but I should have known better. Melody loved Gandalf. She’d been bugging Daphne and Ezra for a parrot ever since I’d adopted him, but they wouldn’t give in. Not that I blamed them. Parrots – or any birds at all, really – were definitely not low-maintenance pets, so Melody wouldn’t have been able to take care of one all by herself.

      “Gandalf’s out!” Melody exclaimed with an excited gasp.

      Startled, he squawked a little and flapped his wings, but didn’t try to fly off.

      “Shh,” I soothed him, rubbing his head. “It’s okay, buddy. It’s just Ari and Mellie. You know them.”

      “Sorry,” she murmured. “I didn’t mean to scare him.”

      I smiled at her. “It’s okay. He’s just a little stressed being in this new place. Gan, can you say hi?”

      “Hey, hey, hey,” he chirped.

      “Hey, Gandalf,” Arielle chuckled. “You ready to go on tour? Mom’s gonna sing for thousands of people every night. What do you think about that?”

      “Mom sing a song?”

      Actually…that wasn’t a bad idea. Jamming with me always seemed to calm him down. And I really wanted to get him a little calmer before I had to leave for soundcheck.

      “What time is it?” I asked.

      “Time to get a life,” Gandalf oh-so-helpfully answered, making all of us laugh.

      Love snickered as she pulled out her phone. “It is…one-fifteen. We’ve got a little time.”

      “Okay. Can you go shut the door so he doesn’t fly out?”

      “Absolutely.”

      She walked toward the front of the bus, and within less than a minute, I heard the hiss of the door closing. As soon as it was shut, I let Gandalf step onto the arm of the couch and went to grab my guitar.

      “All right, who’s ready to jam?” I asked as I walked out, acoustic guitar in hand.

      “Jammin’ tunes,” Gandalf cawed, then ruffled his feathers. “Shake it off.”

      “I’m always ready to jam!” Melody threw in.

      I smiled at her, knowing exactly what to play. This girl, like me, was a huge Swiftie. And it just so happened that Gandalf’s favorite song was a Taylor Swift song.

      Yes, my bird had a favorite song. Anyone who said birds just mimicked and didn’t know what they were hearing or saying had clearly never owned one. He absolutely recognized what he was hearing, and while he did mimic things and some of the stuff he said didn’t make sense, most of it did. Parrots were incredibly intelligent animals, and experts had only just begun scratching the surface of discovering exactly how smart they were.

      “Okay, Mellie, I need backup,” I said. “You up for the job?”

      “Um, duh,” she scoffed playfully.

      I started playing an acoustic version of “Shake It Off,” and soon everyone in the room was singing along and Gandalf was bopping his head up and down too. He even sang along with some of the lyrics, which made us all laugh and smile.

      For the first time today, I started to
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