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For my mother, who raised me on country music




AUTHOR’S NOTE

This book deals with emotionally difficult topics, including loss of family members, addiction, and reference to the term savage. Any readers who believe that such content may upset them or trigger traumatic memories are encouraged to consider their emotional well-being when deciding whether to continue reading this book.




1

THREE NEARLY NAKED MEN DRENCHED IN OIL GYRATED around me, their things barely covered in short tan-hide loincloths that dangled between their thighs. When I was a little girl dreaming of being a singer like Norah Jones, this was not what I had pictured.

I pictured myself onstage wearing a flowing gown draped over the bench of a gorgeous grand piano as I slammed the keys and crooned into the microphone. I could hear the crowd in my mind singing along to the songs I poured my soul into, cheering as I hit the bridge and shook my hair all over the place.

Instead of all that, I was filming my first solo music video off my debut album, dressed in next to nothing, stumbling through choreography with male dancers wearing even less, lip-synching the words to a song where I have zero writing credit. Not that I really wanted credit for the majority of the chorus being just “oh oh oh” approximately three billion times, but writing was what I thought I did best. When I was finally given this record deal, I had thought some of the songs I wrote and demoed for my label would make it onto my album. None of them did. With autotune, anyone could be a pop singer, but I was a songwriter first. Sadly, that was not what the executives who controlled my career believed.

The only reason the powers that be were investing so heavily in this music video now was because of the success of my leading single, “I Need a Warrior Tonight.” They weren’t sure a Native American pop star could enter the charts. I not only debuted my single in the Billboard Hot 100, but the song has stayed there for nine weeks. Now we were all scrambling to get this music video shot and released to capitalize on the success. Afraid the market attention would turn, and this would all be a waste. It couldn’t be. I wouldn’t let it.

There was one thing I never called myself—a dancer. Yet here I was trying to remember the intricate choreography while wearing five-inch stilettos to get one flawless take. My concentrated face looked too “angry,” and we had been filming this sequence for what felt like hours. A slippery, toned butt cheek of one of the dancers whacked my hand, causing hysterical laughter to bubble out of me. I missed my cue mouthing the words to the next line of this absurd song and I knew I was about to get in trouble.

“Cut!” Fabian, the most coveted music video director in the world, threw his headset as he stormed over to me. My song cut off and was replaced with silence.

I tried to stop laughing, I really did. But then one of the dancers, I think he said his name was Justin in rehearsal, wiggled his eyebrows at me from under his bad wig and headband. It was so ridiculous, that—paired with his super white teeth contrasted with the orangey-bronze spray tan—it was too much. I hadn’t come across a whole lot of Native Americans in Hollywood, but I knew this was too over the top to be thought of as authentic.

This was bad. Fabian’s forehead vein was throbbing under his flowing locks with bleach-blond highlights.

I snorted, which sent me into another fit of giggles and then I started hiccupping.

“Avery! This shoot is already three days over budget, and you laugh and refuse to take me and my vision seriously,” he whined with his French accent.

“I’m . . . I . . .” My laughter was so unhinged I couldn’t even form an apology.

“You mock me!” He threw his clipboard onto the floor and charged out of the studio warehouse where we built the forest set for my music video.

I should’ve run after him and apologized to smooth things over. My label pulled many strings to get him to direct this video last minute for me—a “gamble.” Everything needed to be perfect. But I couldn’t catch my breath and my eyes started to water. When was the last time I laughed so hard? That deep-belly, feel-it-in-your-toes laughter? I needed it. It had been guest performances on late-night talk shows, meet and greets with radio stations across the nation, and grinding in the studio to make sure each track hit like this single, for the past month.

It was all hard work and no sleep—many creative differences and debates on my sound and look—and it all culminated in this music video. And I looked like I belonged in a western created by Adam Sandler. My skimpy tan-hide two-piece bikini had feathers and beads hanging down like a flapper’s fringe. This shit was funny, and it wasn’t supposed to be. In my delirious, lack-of-sleep state, it all seemed to be in bad taste. But everyone who held the purse strings loved it. I just wanted my own music video, and this was how I could get it. This was the launchpad for my solo career; I needed to pay my dues before I could take more creative control with my music.

Before I could extract myself from the group of barely covered male dancers, I heard a noise that could raise the dead.

My mother.

“Avery!” The shrill was accented with the echoing clicks of her Jimmy Choo stilettos on the concrete floor of the downtown Los Angeles warehouse where we were filming. My mom was a yard away from me and on reflex, my shoulders hunched over in anticipation of the earful my momager was going to unleash on me.

“Why did I just see Fabian run out of here yelling that he quit?” she asked me.

“Because I’m so tired—” Hiccup. I took a deep breath to try to banish the hiccups away, holding it in trying to get to ten.

“Entirely unprofessional,” she hissed under her breath, and turned her cold eyes to the dancers. They dispersed faster than I could blink.

Hiccup. I giggled. Mistake. I gulped down air again.

“All my sacrifice to get you here, near the pinnacle of success, and you would throw it away because you are tired? With your Rolling Stone cover dropping so soon, one would think you’d be working extra hard to get this music video perfect. Laugh on your own time, but not on production’s.”

I expelled my breath. The mention of my magazine cover ruffled my feathers a little bit. She dropped it as if I didn’t do all the hard work to even get that opportunity, that I haven’t been working around the clock for years. “Mom, lighten up. We’ve been filming all week and have to have all the shots by now. Fabian even said we’re over budget.”

“Do you want this music video to flop?” She crossed her arms and her face looked unamused, but still perfect from her spa treatments and Botox.

I hated when she asked me rhetorical questions. Obviously, I did not want my song or accompanying music video to flop. But I also did not want to create a reputation for being expensive this early in my career.

“No, Mom.”

“Right. So, why don’t you let everyone do their jobs and make the best damn music video this genre has ever seen.”

“That’s stretching it,” I mumbled. She caught it and did not think it was funny. She attempted to glare, but with all the Botox in her forehead and around her eyes, the effect was less than intimidating since her eyelids were the only things that could move. Still, I could interpret the subtle sign of her displeasure. A common occurrence for me, but I really did try to make her proud. She sacrificed so much for me over the years, what was a few more hours dancing?

“Sorry,” I squeaked as I looked down and got back into place.

“Places!” she yelled. “Run through rehearsal, I’ll bring the director back. Let’s wrap this shoot strong!”

Hiccup. “Let’s take it from the top one more time.” I clapped to my dancers. I cocked my hip in my starting pose and counted in. “Five! Six! Seven! Eight!” We got back to work.

When filming finally wrapped, it was at 11:02 p.m. and Fabian and I were back on good terms. I mean, I wasn’t thrilled the last shot filmed was of me crawling on the fake forest floor toward the camera looking as sexually suggestive as possible, but as everyone liked to tell me—sex sells.

The only crawling I wanted to do was into bed, which I couldn’t do because I had to catch a flight to Dallas for rehearsal for a show in a few nights. A sold-out show opening for the hottest rapper on the planet—My$teriou$ Money. Another incredible opportunity I had earned from my time being featured (creditless) on tracks since I was nineteen.

A legendary and award-winning director for my music video and a sold-out show opening for one of the most popular artists of the century was great and all for exposure, but Rolling Stone was career-making and they had chosen me to be on the cover—alone.

My idols have appeared on the cover and some multiple times, like our lord and savior, Britney freaking Spears. If I had a quarter of the success with even one song to define a generation like she had, then I could die thinking that I really “made it.” Even if I wasn’t quite the dancer Britney is, she is the Queen of Pop.

I smiled to myself and ripped the stilettos off my feet and waddled to my robe that was waiting in my chair. Los Angeles as a city was really cool; however, filming in Los Angeles was not. The warehouse wasn’t exactly a private place. It was right in the middle of downtown near the garment district and someone leaked that I was here. There was a group of fans clutching headshots of me waiting outside the warehouse with a few paps, most likely hoping to get my signature so they could turn around and sell them online.

This wasn’t the worst part about my job or public status, but it wasn’t the best either. Not after a grueling shooting schedule, no sleep, and a charley horse cramp in my right arch, but most of those people had been waiting out there since early this morning and the least I could do was say hi to them. I always tried my best to treat my fans right.

My trailer was located in the parking lot adjacent to the warehouse, so encountering the crowd was inevitable. I stepped into the cool night air to cheers and yelling.

“Is that Avery Fox?” a young girl asked her dad.

“Oh my gosh, it is Avery Fox! Deuxmoi was right! She’s here filming!” a man in basketball shorts and Beats headphones wrapped around his neck said to his much shorter companion who was rocking an oversized flannel buttoned up to his neck.

“Avery! Avery!” Two teenage girls rushed toward me.

I spread my arms out to give them each a hug. My mom, who was power walking behind me, glued to her phone and oblivious to her surroundings, crashed into my back.

“Watch it!” Her voice was stern, but once she noticed the small group of people with their phones out, she plastered her phony smile on. “Well, hello!” she cooed.

“Hey, everyone!” I waved.

“Can we get a photo with you?” the teen girls asked so fast the words bled together. Their excitement was contagious.

“Of course!” I bent my knees a little, so my head was closer to theirs, and smiled for the million selfies they took in succession.

“I think you got a good one in there,” I said as I straightened.

“We loved you in the Disney Channel’s A Midsummer Night’s Dream: The Musical! Your song as Helena, ‘Blind Cupid,’ is our favorite! It’s like our ‘Hopelessly Devoted to You’ but for young people.”

Ouch. Kids say the darndest things.

“You girls are so sweet, but nothing comes close to beating Grease!” I laughed. Out of all the shows and films I did as a kid, that last made-for-TV musical movie from seven years ago was my calling card. I didn’t even want to do that project back then. I wanted to give up acting and focus on my music. Now my mom was going to gloat and rub it in again that she “told me so” and that her career strategy for me was all “falling into place.” When, really, the actress they had originally cast had gotten arrested for a DUI and Disney dumped her faster than these girls asked me for a photograph.

They needed an actress with a spotless reputation, and as a dorky sixteen-year-old whose mother never let her out of her sight, I fit the bill.

It also helped that as a descendant of the Muscogee Nation of Oklahoma, I was a great “diversity” hire for the shareholders, as my agent liked to phrase it. My mother preferred to say that Hollywood “owed” us.

“Is it true you are going to be in Rolling Stone tomorrow?” the preteen girl with glasses and braces asked. They had to have been pushing thirteen with their awkward, gangly limbs.

“How could you have heard about that?” I put my hands on my hips in mock outrage. It was my mother who sent a tip to Deuxmoi after the photo shoot six weeks ago, trying to make sure there was public discourse about it in case Rolling Stone found a better option for the cover and tried to bump me.

“We can never be too careful,” she had said.

No one likes to think their mother capable of extortion or blackmail, but not everyone had a mother like Harriett Fox. I’d once watched her rip a disposable camera out of an old lady’s hands when I was sixteen, because she thought there might have been a photo of me on it. My mother was a control freak and my public image had to be curated and spotless. When my mother got the film developed, we discovered the poor woman had taken a photo of some sign over my head. I wasn’t in any shot.

“Can I get a photo with you? You were my high school celebrity crush,” the basketball shorts–wearing man mentioned unnecessarily.

“Of course!” I smiled and pretended that hearing about being crushes or “fantasies” of young men didn’t gross me out. He didn’t look much older than me. Less creepy than the old men who said they were introduced to my work through their daughters. He at least kept it very vague with “crush” and I appreciated it. Until he wrapped his arm around my shoulder and pretended to lick my cheek.

“This is awesome! No one would have believed me otherwise. I’m gonna throw this on IG!” He didn’t so much as look up from his phone or throw me a parting glance. He got his weird photo and left.

I wish I could say that people didn’t try to lick me in photos on a regular basis. I did one music video in what I would call my Miley Cyrus Era. My label wanted me to be a little edgier on the tracks I was featured on to gauge audience interest, and I licked the wannabe rock star one-hit wonder in the music video for our song together. That was an artistic choice, but for some reason, strange people thought it was permission to get their tongues up in my face.

I forced myself to smile unaffectedly and posed for more photos, even signing a notebook and a water bottle.

“Okay, that’s all the time she has. We’ve got a plane to catch. Thank you, everyone.” My mother ushered me away from the crowd, wrapping her arm around me as she directed me to my trailer. “Honestly, I don’t know how you can stand hugging so many of these people. This is how we catch colds, and you cannot afford to get sick right now.” She lightly scolded me, but I tuned her out. As long as my fans were happy, that was all that mattered to me.
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YOUR FANS ARE NOT HAPPY.” NILES, MY DESIGNATED A&R rep from my label, said on speakerphone. His uppity British accent sounded more nasally than usual. Frankly, I’d never heard him this upset in my four years working with him.

My Rolling Stone cover story was released two days ago, and since then, I’ve had the worst two days of my life. It was not the crowning accomplishment we all dreamed it would be. It was quite literally the worst thing the internet had ever seen. Perez Hilton came out of celebrity-bashing retirement to drag my ass across the For You pages of elder millennials and I was “cringe” to the entirety of Gen Z. Those kids were terrifying with their specific cruelty. They did one Google search and saw I didn’t have a dad. There were hundreds of comments, all iterations of No wonder your dad never wanted you.

I had to turn off comments to everything, which was an even bigger mistake because now in the court of public opinion, I was worse than guilty. I was canceled.

One video with over one million views would be seared in my brain forever. The content creator said “Miss Fake Pocahontas turned off her comments, ignoring her fans and those she harmed. She’s damaged her career for good. Just wait, I bet in forty-eight hours she’s going to release a video apology filmed in front of a random nondescript wall. No, girl, it didn’t work for Mila Kunis and Ashton Kutcher, it won’t work for you. RIP, Avery. You need a brain tonight, not a warrior.” She filmed it on the floor of her dorm room and burned me at the stake with that one.

Every costar and so-called friend I had made throughout my entire life and career had been releasing Notes app–screenshotted statements to their social media feeds distancing themselves from me and condemning my cover. There was a mass unfollowing. Even Logan Wilson, who played my brother in a Costner western a decade ago, blocked me. He hit me up just last week asking for tickets to my show. Now I didn’t exist.

I was moving through the stages of grief. I tried to deny it was happening yesterday. My delusional and optimistic self believed it would blow over and that it was just a few loud naysayers and not a chorus of thousands of angry fans. But it went even further—several tribal chiefs were featured on rotating morning news shows from Zoom to condemn me and the headdress.

I was public enemy number one. My publicity team worked in overdrive to run a report this morning on my approval ratings compared to recent scandals and mine were lower than Hilaria Baldwin’s when it broke that she really was a white girl from Boston and not from Spain. She grew up speaking English and there was no way she actually forgot the word cucumber. So, I had that going for me. Yay.

I was lying on the floor of my hotel room trying to focus on my breathing. I had a show in two hours to open for My$teriou$ Money. Everything was supposed to be aligning for my ascension into pop stardom, not crashing and burning.

My best friend, Chelsea, was supposed to be doing my hair and makeup before the show, but she could barely be extracted from My$teriou$’s side. They had been hooking up on and off for a couple months. This only added more stress, because if I was late, I’d get an earful from everyone, especially my mother.

I doomscrolled social media on my phone. It was once my dream to be on the Trending pane—but never like this.

#averyfoxisfake 1.2m posts

#elonmusk 730.4k posts

#bringsnackwrapsback 27.8k posts

How was my post volume higher than whatever new nonsense Elon Musk was up to? How was that fair? Certainly, the conversation and public demand to bring back McDonald’s Snack Wraps was a much more interesting topic. Real change could happen there. I was pro Snack Wrap. I was spiraling, desperately looking for anything I could do to change the tide.

I switched over to TikTok and it was worse.

So.

Much.

Worse.

Someone made a filter using the Rolling Stone cover and a cutout hole where my face was supposed to be with the title “Pretendian Pop Princess.”

Men, women, and children were using the filter to make fun of me and lip-synch my song. I was the laughingstock of the music industry and I also discovered there was a subset on Twitter called NDN Twitter—which stood for Indian—where all the Native Americans on the site came together to share memes, jokes, and discuss Native issues like enrollment, land rights, and current events affecting Indian Country . . . like me. They all hated me there too.

Being a child actor, I was used to weird rumors and conspiracy theories about me, but this was a war zone. Completely untrue assumptions and fake facts were headline-breaking news. People I had barely encountered in my life were giving interviews on how I duped them all into believing I was Native American.

An “expert” on the evening news last night even said my duplicitous nature would leave scars of trauma on all the children who looked up to me.

“This was all one large misunderstanding—” my mother said, trying to smooth things over, but Niles immediately cut her off.

“You said you were Native American,” he said.

“Of course we’re Indian!” my mother screamed.

I threw my arm over my eyes, using the plush hotel terry cloth robe to block out the world and the new creepy fan mail that littered the hotel room floor around me. I couldn’t bring myself to open any from this latest batch. Someone in the hotel lobby posted a photo online of me checking in so everyone knew we were staying at the Four Seasons in Dallas. I’d received more hate mail in twenty-four hours than in all my years performing on Disney. This was all hand-delivered to the hotel.

“My assistant printed out a few articles and they say it’s disrespectful and inaccurate to use the word ‘Indian.’ I’m told it’s politically correct to say Native American or Indigenous,” Niles continued. “We need major damage control. Can you get the chief or whatever to vouch for you?”

“I grew up in Broken Arrow, Oklahoma. I think I know what we call ourselves, and you honestly believe I have the principal chief of our nation on speed dial?”

“Well, how do you suggest we fix this?” Niles’s demand came out like a whine.

“I emailed five suggestions, but I think the best and quickest way to turn this around is to send Avery to Oklahoma to my mother.”

“And are you and your mother enrolled? The discourse seems to be pretty divided online on if you have to be enrolled or not.”

“I am.” My mother sighed.

“Then why isn’t Avery? I have no idea what that entails, but it would appease the critics if that were the case. Perhaps send Avery on an apology tour, because I have to admit, the loud arguments online don’t look good, and their position is compelling.”

“It’s a lot of paperwork and it takes months to hear back. I just never took the time. I’m used to people taking me at my word.” Her voice was quiet, full of warning.

Niles continued on as if he wasn’t listening. “There are over half a million comments on Instagram calling to boycott Carl’s Jr. if they don’t remove her song from their new “All American” ad. Look, I’m in London on holiday visiting my mum, no one expected this, but we have to fix it immediately. Avery is a liability for Grand Records right now.” Niles’s voice was solemn, and the tone said more than his words.

Goose bumps flared across my skin, and I had a sinking feeling in my stomach as I sat up, inching closer to my mother and the phone perched on the small table in the suite.

“What do you mean?” my mother asked, her voice cold and quiet.

“Figure it out or we are canning the album and washing our hands of this whole thing.”

The line went dead, and my mom screamed her outrage at the phone. I had nothing in me left to cry. I’d spent the last forty-eight hours sobbing. I had received plenty of criticism in my career, but this was pure, unadulterated hatred and the most devastating part was, the criticism was justified.

I wasn’t put in a feathered crown, but a warbonnet. A feathered and rhinestoned warbonnet, to be more accurate, and a matching crystal bikini as an homage to Cher’s “Half-Breed” costume. My big hit “I Need a Warrior Tonight” was a hype dance track up there with Britney and J.Lo. Cher’s sexy look was “all the rage,” they told me. My mom had lusted over the set and didn’t think anything was wrong with it. We all thought it was beautiful and clearly just a costume. We giggled, excited with the hair and makeup team about how amazing this idea was. It was edgy and not serious. Never in a million years did we think anyone would be offended. We were in on the joke. Taking back this Native maiden stereotype. Reclaiming it.

But it backfired, because of my ignorance. It wasn’t powerful. It was problematic.

I didn’t know men, chiefs really, were the only ones allowed to wear warbonnets as high distinctions of honor. Nor did I know only certain Plains tribes wore these things. Things that I now knew were called regalia. It felt like a sad excuse, but I wasn’t raised anywhere near this. The only exposure I had to it growing up was the movie Peter Pan. I remembered seeing Peter wearing one and the lost boys and Darling kids in the feather headbands. Which, thanks to this huge mistake, I now knew was also extremely problematic and racist. So racist.

The public was in an uproar now, but my music video hadn’t even dropped. That would be the final nail in my coffin. Though I was sure the music video and the album would be scrapped by my record company to save face with the public.

This company was a machine and the rich old white men at the top were never subtle about letting me know just how small and inconsequential I was within it. I never wanted “I Need a Warrior Tonight” to be on my album, period, let alone my lead single. I had brought recordings of my own songs. I wanted songs heavy on piano like Alicia Keys’s. Not that I had her vocal range, but I wanted lyrics that flowed like poetry. I had walked into the meeting with Grand Records with rose-colored glasses. They offered a ten-album deal with real money on the table.

My heart sank when they laughed off my ideas. They wanted a sexy Native pop star on their roster. The people demanded diversity, and this was their plan to expand. It was clear if I said no, then they would just find someone else. I wanted to sing more than anything in this world. I couldn’t let this opportunity I had worked for since I was a child go to someone else. So, I agreed to do the album their way, in hopes that if I showed up and didn’t ruffle any feathers then they would let me include my own songs. If I kept paying my dues, then the next album would be all me—my vision.

I threw myself back on the floor, arms over my eyes, and wanted to sink into the carpet forever. We all fucked up, but I was the one posing wearing a feather headdress. I never stopped to ask if it was okay, or what image of myself I wanted out in the world. I blindly followed orders doing what I was told like a lamb to slaughter. Where was the public outrage for the men who controlled my future as a new artist?

“Get up,” my mother ordered.

“No,” I sniffled. What I wanted and needed was a hug and I couldn’t even remember the last time she gave me one—at least one that was genuine. When did our relationship change to all business? My life was never normal, but this was something I needed to work on in therapy. How could I get my mother back to being my mom? I was in a crisis. I didn’t need to be coddled all the time, but at this particularly distressing time, it would be nice to just have a mom, not a manager.

“Dry your eyes and get ready. Where’s Chelsea? What are we paying her for?” My mother started pacing the room. “You just need to get through this performance and then tomorrow, we’ll go on the offense on social media and all the daytime shows. I haven’t spoken to my mother in years, but to save you I’ll do it. Don’t ever say I’ve never done anything for you.”

I sat up from the floor. “What? You were serious about that? You never talk about grandma or Oklahoma.”

My mother sat down on the edge of the bed and rubbed her temples.

All my life when I asked if we had family, all she said was they were dead to her. As a five-year-old, I thought that meant they were all actually dead. Then, when I was thirteen, I understood the nuance. My mother hated her family. When I tried to ask why, she would snap at me to mind my business and go back to studying my lines.

I never received Christmas gifts or birthday cards from this family. I did remember one phone call my mother had when I was little. I couldn’t hear what was said on the other end of the line, but I heard my mother say clear as day, “Never contact us again.”

That was the first and only hint I had that the family tried to connect with us. But it was just me and my mother, who was always younger than all the other moms at my auditions and worked twice as hard as everyone I knew. All I wanted was to make her life easy and to sing.

Singing was my refuge. I auditioned and acted in whatever Mom asked me to. But singing is what I did for just me. When I couldn’t sleep, I’d hum melodies, riffing off my favorite songs until they became something new. When I was nervous, I’d quietly sing to myself. Right now, the music in me was dead. What if I could never sing again?

I jumped when there was a knock on the door. Texas was an open carry state, and thanks to all the creepy hate mail—thirty percent were vague death threats, and the other almost seventy were overt and explicit ones, a small portion was bizarre and gross love letters—I now needed my label to hire a bodyguard for me. And seeing as how the call with Niles ended rather poorly, I doubted they would spring for one.

My mom took one last deep breath, then walked to the door to look in the peephole. I knew whoever was on the other side was friendly, because my mom immediately unlocked the locks and opened the door.

Chelsea solemnly walked in with My$teriou$ Money on her heels. My usually chipper friend was looking at the ground, and My$teriou$ was wearing dark sunglasses inside, so I couldn’t tell where he was looking, but I had a feeling it was not at me.

“Good, you’re here. Let’s get Avery ready.” My mother’s cool tone left no room for conversation as she closed the door and the security lock.

“Well, um . . .” Chelsea lowered herself onto the floor next to me as My$teriou$ dropped into the wingback chair, his diamond-encrusted chains jingling like wind chimes.

I sat up and looked at my friend. She had been my best friend for the last four years, since we hired her to go on the road with me as my hair and makeup artist. She was my ride-or-die bitch, but right now her spunk was gone. Her blond hair was twisted back into a claw clip, and she was rocking the “clean girl” clear glossy makeup, looking like she could rival one of the Hadid sisters. But her expression was bleak.

This wasn’t going to be good. I turned to My$teriou$.

“You’re cutting me out of the lineup.” It was not a question, because I knew there was only one reason he was here.

“Avery, baby, you know I love you. These threats have my team worried, and I have to look out for the safety of everyone I employ. I was told a naked man wearing war paint broke into the venue shouting that he is your warrior, and he was going to take you.”

“A man did what?” I’ve had my fair share of adoring fans who had crossed boundaries, but nothing to this extreme.

My$teriou$ waved off my concern. “The police got him and I hope he gets some professional help. We just can’t have this around a show that’s supposed to be about celebrating creativity. No one can guarantee your safety while you’re onstage. What if they start throwing things at you?”

I hadn’t thought anyone would try to actually hurt me while I was performing. What if they hurt the band or dancers? I couldn’t have anyone come to harm because of me. “Yeah, I get it. My$teriou$, I appreciate you telling me in person.”

“It’s Sean in private.” He jumped up from his seat with a speed I didn’t think possible while wearing all that gold and diamonds. I stood from the floor to give him a hug.

“I’ll see you after the show, babe?” he asked Chelsea.

She still sat on the floor and nodded. My$teriou$ bent to give her a kiss and then was out the door.

“Unbelievable!” my mother shrieked as I sat back down next to Chelsea. The sound popped the tension in the room.

This was just another blow to my mother and all her plans.

“Enough, Mom! There is nothing you or I can do. Everyone hates me and my song. I’m not performing tonight or any night.” My voice cracked, and I had to take a deep breath to stop the tears from starting up again.

“Don’t say that! This could totally blow over as soon as the internet has something else to talk about,” Chelsea tried to reassure me.

“I’m reviewing the contract. They can’t just cut you and let you fall into obscurity. Surely with a ten-album contract we could try something new with the next one.” My mother was already at the desk and opening her laptop. “I’m not letting the mob bully us. People are all talk, honey. No one is going to try to harm you for a cover on a magazine.” She put on her readers and focused on her screen.

I couldn’t stay in this hotel suite with my angry mother. All I had ever wanted to do was sing and perform my songs and now that was off the table all because of a photo. My career was over and the melodies that always danced around my brain were gone. That hurt the most. My penance for being so stupid and always going along with everything.

“What am I going to do?” I whispered so that my mother wouldn’t hear me. Not that it really mattered—once she was in contract land reading all the legalese she wouldn’t notice if my hair caught fire.

“Maybe you can post an apology on YouTube?” Chelsea offered.

“What, like a disgraced YouTuber?” She opened her mouth to speak. “If you suggest I sing the apology, then I’m throwing you out.”

Chelsea immediately shut her mouth and crossed her arms. “It was just a suggestion,” she muttered.

I let out another sigh since that appeared to be all I could do at this point.

“I need to get out of here.” It felt like the walls of the suite were closing in. I needed fresh air.

“I don’t know, Avery. People really hate you right now. Maybe we should just get room service and watch a movie.”

“Aha! They can’t just drop you. I’m calling our lawyer!” my mother exclaimed, practically giddy, and picked up her cell phone.

“Nope, I’m not staying in here for that call. Let’s go.” I jumped up off the floor and tugged Chelsea up, dragging her to the bathroom. I shed the robe and kicked it aside. I was wearing leggings and a T-shirt.

“I think if I go with no makeup and a sweatshirt with a hood no one will be able to tell it’s me.”

Chelsea didn’t look convinced.

I sank to my knees and dug through my suitcase that was on the bathroom floor until I found my old baby-blue sweatshirt that zipped all the way up. I’ve had it since I was fifteen and it was so soft from all the washes that it was like a security blanket. I zipped it up then threw Chelsea a smile over my shoulder, pretending everything in my life wasn’t burning down in flames.

“Maybe take your hair down from the bun, so you can hide your face behind your hair.”

“Good idea.” I ripped the elastic out of my hair, shaking it loose. “Let’s go!”

I snatched my black Gucci quilted crossbody bag and threw open the door to freedom.

The elevator was full of old businessmen who probably had absolutely no idea who I was, but I kept my head down and hid behind Chelsea until we made it to the lobby. It was swarming with people, young people. Shit. I grabbed Chelsea’s hand and hunched over as I ran to a huge potted tree.

“This isn’t looking good,” Chelsea whispered.

A group of young girls wearing My$teriou$ Money tour shirts walked in front of the tree. Definitely not good. The likelihood that someone here would recognize me was huge.

“I think if we just power walk with our heads down we can make it out.”

“Avery, this is a terrible—”

“Avery? Are you Avery Fox?” a loud young voice sounded from behind us.

I turned around and discovered we were hiding behind a tree that was in front of the lobby bathrooms. A young woman who looked close to my age stood in front of the bathroom door in shock.

“What? Who? Me? Avery is such a common name.”

“Let’s go,” Chelsea whispered.

“No way, you are Avery Fox. Hey, girls! It’s Avery Fox!” she yelled. It suddenly felt like one of those scenes in movies where people are at a dance or a club and someone says something embarrassing and the record scratches and everything goes silent before all the attention is directed at them.

Every single head turned toward the oversized pot we were still crouched behind.

Then chaos descended. People rushed over to try to get photos of me. Flashes were going off.

“Make a break for it!” I yelled to Chelsea as I ran back toward the elevator. Thankfully the concierge stopped the mob from following us to the elevator hall. The moments we waited for an elevator car to arrive were excruciating. And there in the trash can in between the elevators were several copies of my magazine. Covered in grime and spilled coffee. A real-life metaphor for my career.

Chelsea made to speak, and I cut her off.

“Don’t even think about saying ‘I told you so.’”

“Well, I did.” She crossed her arms over her chest.

I felt hopeless and like a feral animal resisting going back in its cage. The suite, while luxurious, was just that—a cage.

This was fucking bad. I couldn’t go anywhere. I didn’t want to go to bumfuck Oklahoma and do whatever it was that people in Oklahoma did. If I was going to have to go into hiding, I’d rather just go to Costa Rica and ride out this debacle on the beach. A dollar stretched pretty far out there. I could make a quiet life for myself and maybe, in a year or two, resurface.

When we got back in our room, my mother was pacing in front of the blaring TV.

“There you are! Look at this!” She pointed to the screen.

It was a video playing on repeat on TMZ of me on set of the music video in the leather bikini with the male dancers in wigs and headbands. This was not going to help matters. Out of context, that footage, along with the cover, was damning.

“Who leaked the footage?” I asked, feeling nauseated. There was no way I’d ever recover from this.

“It doesn’t matter. You are the biggest story on the news right now, and people are paying top dollar for paparazzi photos of you and any other newsworthy tidbits to keep the ravenous media cycle fed.”

“Ugh!” I stormed past her and launched myself onto the bed. “I’m an idiot.”

“Should you maybe make a statement?” Chelsea asked.

“No, our PR team said silence is the best course of action right now. You have to go to Oklahoma, Avery. I called my mother.”

I looked up at the sound of my mom’s resigned voice. She looked drawn and exhausted like she had gone to battle. She leaned against the dresser that housed the TV.

“What did she say?” I whispered.

My mother made a sound between a scoff and a sardonic laugh. “She said we are embarrassing the family.”

“Oh.” I didn’t know what I had hoped for, but that made me feel more deflated.

“She agreed to let you go stay with her, so you’re going.”

“You won’t go with me?” I squeaked. This was my family, but I didn’t know them. She knew them.

“No, I’m not coming with you. Our lawyer said the label is well within their rights to cancel the album and potential tour. If they do, you will never get another record deal. The contract we signed prohibits it. This is it. We have to fix this.”

“I’m not going.” Now this woman wants to swoop in as some savior when my mother and I struggled alone for years? It didn’t feel right, as much as I longed to have family. I didn’t want it like this.

“You have to go. Just listen to me. Broken Arrow is a small town. It’s a place where you can lie low and let all of this blow over without paparazzi everywhere. Your grandmother is well-connected in the community. I think this is a great opportunity to go and win over the hearts of everyone there. Then these lies that you aren’t really Native can just go away,” my mother said. Her tone was soft and as she crossed her arms and stared at the carpet I got a glimpse of my old mom, the one who I knew loved me and didn’t think of me as some product to push and monetize.

This was the whole problem. I could lie low in a town no one knew my connection to because no one believed I was Muscogee to begin with. Was she even sending me because she feared for my safety, or was this all about my public image? I wanted her to want me safe first, my album be damned. “What, you just expect me to show up at my estranged grandmother’s house? Someone I have never met, someone who has never bothered to get to know me? All while avoiding paparazzi and trying to win over the tribe?”

“Yes. It wouldn’t be for long and you can take some photos and I can see about arranging an interview where you can talk about your heritage. Oprah is a long shot, but we could definitely get Hoda from The Today Show interested.”

I watched as my mother’s gears started turning in her head, devising some scheme.

“What heritage, Mom?”

She rolled her eyes. “Really, Avery? This again?”

“Yeah, this again.” I mocked her tone and didn’t care if she didn’t appreciate my sass. I listened to her always and this time, I was burned and had become a social pariah. “All I know is what you have told me, which is next to nothing. We are Muscogee Creek, and our family is in Oklahoma. The only problem is you have never told me anything else! My DMs are full of people asking me if I’m enrolled and what my blood quantum is. I don’t even know what any of that means. Now I have to go force myself on some old woman to save our lifestyle and you don’t even want to go with me to help me!”

I stopped to take a breath, and Chelsea patted my back.

“You just are Native American, Avery. That’s how it works.” The way she growled those words out made my hackles rise. “No one had to prove shit when I was your age or younger. I don’t get how it is now, but I left Oklahoma and that way of life behind me. I wanted more for me and you. But if we have to send you there to snap a few photos to get your record deal out of jeopardy, then you will do it. That is how I’m helping you. I vowed to never go back there, and my mother knows why.”

“Maybe I should leave,” Chelsea said, and got up to go, her arms raised like my mother was a spooked horse.

“No, stay,” my mother ordered. “We’re going to pack and get Avery ready for her trip tomorrow.”

“I’m flying to Oklahoma tomorrow?” It was happening so suddenly, all of it, and I could barely wrap my head around it.

“No, not flying.”
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