

[image: image]




[image: image]




[image: image]




Copyright © 2024 by Lunden Roberts


All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced in any manner without the express written consent of the publisher, except in the case of brief excerpts in critical reviews or articles. All inquiries should be addressed to Skyhorse Publishing, 307 West 36th Street, 11th Floor, New York, NY 10018.


Skyhorse Publishing books may be purchased in bulk at special discounts for sales promotion, corporate gifts, fund-raising, or educational purposes. Special editions can also be created to specifications. For details, contact the Special Sales Department, Skyhorse Publishing, 307 West 36th Street, 11th Floor, New York, NY 10018 or info@skyhorsepublishing.com.


Skyhorse® and Skyhorse Publishing® are registered trademarks of Skyhorse Publishing, Inc.®, a Delaware corporation.


Visit our website at www.skyhorsepublishing.com.


Please follow our publisher Tony Lyons on Instagram @tonylyonsisuncertain.


10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1


Library of Congress Control Number: 2024940265


Cover design by David Ter-Avanesyan


Cover image courtesy of the author


Print ISBN: 978-1-5107-8229-7


Ebook ISBN: 978-1-5107-8231-0


Printed in the United States of America




To Navy Joan,


Your potential is endless, and I am beyond blessed to be your mama. If darkness ever creeps into your life, know that you will never be alone, for I will always be in your corner. Never forget you come from a place of love.


Your father and I have faced our own dark times and have climbed mountains to overcome them.


Fearless already runs through your blood. Now do it justice.


—Nikita Gill




Author’s Note


For every story, there’s the truth, and then there’s what the media tells you. Since my daughter was born, this is the story that everyone has been asking for, as I experienced it, in my own words. I make no claim that this is the whole truth. This is the truth as I witnessed it, through my eyes. Many of the names are changed, because I respect people’s privacy, and I know what it’s like to have stories told about me. This is the story of my sweetly raw, sometimes passionate, sometimes chaotic relationship with Hunter Biden and how it gave me the greatest love of my life—Navy Joan.




Prologue


Iread somewhere that people have these “before and after” dates etched into their memory. Dates they’ll never forget and times that changed them into who they are now. I seem to have several of those dates, but one in particular seems to have impacted my life more than any other.


My life before Hunter Biden was that of any other young, wild, and free woman in her 20’s. Living day by day, emotionally detached, making many impulsive decisions that should’ve been based on deliberate thought, but with no worries and lots of carelessness, I survived with plenty of crazy stories to tell. Emotional intelligence was something I lacked. As I was writing this book, I realized how unaware I’d always been of my feelings, and the process of writing allowed me to find the place in time where I was able to connect to them.


If I could speak to the Lunden from before, I would tell myself just how dumb and naïve I was. In fact, I’m probably lucky to be alive today, in spite of lacking the sense of concern.


I was an adrenaline junkie, solely thinking of myself and what adventure awaited me, never taking the time to debate the consequences. The small-town girl from rural Arkansas, known for being my father’s daughter and a star basketball player, that’s who I was. Drama never found me, but turmoil might occasionally.


My dad used to tell me I could “shit in a swinging bucket.” Sometimes I found myself in the right place at the right time, like the first time I went turkey hunting and killed two turkeys with one shot. But my parents always feared I’d find myself in the opposite place.


Sometimes the situations I wind up in aren’t as luck would have it, but chaos would. For example, when college basketball coaches showed interest in me in High School, my counselor had to call me in to inform me I had two social security numbers. I had somehow gotten more than one identity when I was born. I should have used one for the Lunden I was, and the other for the Lunden I’d become.


I was known as a local stellar basketball player who spent every high school night at the gym, making enough shots to become the next Kobe Bryant, while my friends went out and partied. It showed on the court. People would come from all over to watch me play, and games where I didn’t score 20 points or more, my teammates and coaches would feel bad for me, knowing I had to ride home with my mother. I was her studhorse, working hard to please her, but the bear of disapproval was always on my hindquarters. She didn’t tolerate anything less than my best and sometimes that could be hard. That woman always had the highest expectations for me.


I ended my basketball journey at the Division One level. It had been my dream growing up to take my talents to the top, like most athletes. But I wanted more. I felt my life was destined for something else. Only fools are satisfied, right?


Basketball may have been my first love, and I dedicated my entire childhood to it. I was never one for having boyfriends or catching feelings. In fact, a basketball would lie next to my pillow every night. I was too scared to be burned like cornbread in a skillet like most girls, but after a trip to Washington, D.C., in junior high, I soon found my second love. From the moment I arrived, I knew I wanted to live on the east coast. A connection formed in just a few short minutes and I can remember not wanting to leave after the few days spent there. The history, the architecture, and the momentum; I was in love. It never occurred to me that someday I would live there, nor could I imagine the chaos that would follow. It was just a dream anyway.


After graduating from Arkansas State, I began working for my dad. He has created an empire in customizing guns and is world renowned for his talents in the hunting industry. He’s been on several TV shows, but it’s hard to be star struck by anyone when most of my dad’s friends are country music stars.


Working in the office with my dad’s right hand, my aunt, I became fascinated with crime shows. We would sit in the office and believe we had the crimes solved before any evidence had been taken in. Soon, I could see myself working on a case and in a big city. After falling in love with Ted Bundy while watching an interview, I knew I was a magnet for red flags.


Criminology and psychology were my two minors at Arkansas State, but my interest grew stronger. When an ad popped up on my computer one day for a CSI school located in Washington, D.C., I applied immediately. I also flew out to meet the director of the program just to assure a better chance of my acceptance. I was accepted and off to D.C., another impulsive decision that most people might take years planning for.


Soon, I was back in the city I had fantasized about living in, learning to do what I loved. This was my dream, but I never knew that dream would turn into something I could’ve never imagined.


A thousand miles from home, I was able to create a whole new persona. Out from under the demands of basketball, my parents, and anyone who knew me, I found myself free to reinvent who I was, who I wanted to be. Each moment felt like it was the only one that would ever matter, and I lived for each second.


And then there was the after Hunter Biden, the night I was invited to a place called Rosemont Seneca.


Hunter once told me that an idle mind was the devil’s workshop, but when you’re in a big city with so much to get into, I could see the devil setting up shop there, too.




Chapter 1


First Hit of Hunter


Every woman has that man she wants to save; for me it was Hunter Biden.


The chill November breeze hits me as I walk into the 7-Eleven in Dupont Circle, my favorite part of D.C., with its lively dining and nightlife. It’s getting colder each day. The homeless people outside know me by name. I’ve shared my taquitos a time or two. It follows me, wherever I go—this feeling of needing to do more.


My friends joke that I’m sort of dead inside. I wouldn’t totally agree. I have feelings, and when I love, I love hard. But I’m awkward in the way I show it. Avoiding feelings is my go-to. But one feeling that’s impossible for me to ignore is empathy. Remember when the Grinch’s heart grew three sizes? That’s me when I see suffering. I transform from awkwardly dead inside, into someone who can’t keep the concern stuffed inside. On cold days in the city, I’ve purchased more blankets at CVS to give to people on the streets than I keep in my own home. I’ve always believed that if you do enough good, good will come back to you.


So tonight I’m handing out a couple of hot dogs and socializing with friends while I drink my Gatorade—trying to rid myself of the lingering vodka tonic breath. My Uber is four minutes away. My phone buzzes, but it isn’t Uber. It’s my friend Kelsey, surprised and glad that I’m still out in the city. Assuming she needs a place to crash, I ask her what’s up. She’s been invited to a small after-party, and hopes I’ll be her wingman. I am anything but tired, and she knows which 7-Eleven to come to. It’s our clique’s late stop after most nights out. I cancel my Uber.


D.C. is insane. Connections, parties, powerful people, lots of drinking, drugs, did I mention partying? It’s nothing like my upbringing, and one could get lost in the sauce. I am marinating in the sauce.


As I slide into Kelsey’s dark gray Chevy Malibu, I quiz her with the usual questions. “Where are we going? Who are these people? Is this a good idea?” The answer to the last question is always a no, but we laugh, because no matter how bad our ideas are, we manage to somehow survive them. Which makes for good stories. All I get is that we’re going to some embassy penthouse on the waterfront, and some guy with the last name Biden who’s apparently kind of important will be there.


A few minutes later we park our car off K Street and walk to a simple, cubical building of glass, lit up elegantly at night, and sitting on a deep green lawn that separates it from the waterfront. Large sculpted letters peek out at me from behind enormous plate glass windows, spelling out the words HOUSE OF SWEDEN. Strangely they make the place seem approachable, but apparently that is the last thing it’s supposed to be. In that moment, I realize I’ve seen this embassy during summer lunches on the waterfront and day parties with friends on the yachts docked alongside the wooden walkways. The waterfront was always my favorite place to hang out during the summer months.


Kelsey pulls me to a dim parking lot on the side of the building where we get a key fob out of the glove box of an unlocked black Chevrolet truck with the entire side dented in. Things are getting pretty sketchy.


“Hold the door,” she whispers as I stand in the light of the security camera on the back side of the building, and she zips the fob back to the truck and closes the door. And we’re in. We have just officially invaded Sweden.


We walk up the long staircase to the penthouse, because apparently we’re supposed to avoid the elevator, and I’m thankful that the vodka tonics are still keeping my anxiety from skyrocketing as I wonder what we’ve gotten ourselves into. Finally, we hit the landing on the fifth floor. I catch my breath, straighten my dress, and we make our entrance.


It’s definitely more of a grown-up after-party, not the loud, college parties I’ve been to so recently. It’s more mellow, with quiet music in the background. Familiar music. Could it be my home state native, Johnny Cash? I like this place, and someone here has great taste.


A large glass room with a long conference table is wrapped by a balcony and the most beautiful views of the city I’ve seen thus far. A yellow velour couch under the bar separates the conference room from the kitchen, with a sign above reading “Rosemont Seneca.” Noted. Thank God for iPhones. I google the name and find we are at some high-end management firm. Consider us marked safe.


For once, I’m thankful Kelsey needs a smoke break. I’ve never been one to grab one of those cowboy killers. The smell gives me a headache, but I am not going to miss out on a chance to see this view. So I follow her out on the balcony. It’s chilly, but that just adds to the moment. My breath hangs in the air, shimmering from the soft lighting. Kelsey is engaged in conversation with someone, but I can’t stop admiring the view. Looking south I see the infamous Watergate building and the iconic Kennedy Center glowing off the Potomac River. I’m definitely not in Arkansas anymore. But this place is it. The elite. The top of the top.


I wander down the hall looking for the bathroom. Maybe five people are inside the apartment, counting me. They’re low key, sitting on the couch, having a drink, doing a few casual drugs. No big deal. It’s D.C. I pass an office that somebody nearby says belongs to John Kerry’s son. In the bathroom at the end of the hallway, the heated towel rack has my full attention until something else catches my eye. Across the hall is a half-open doorway leading to a smaller back office that is less inviting lit solely by a desk lamp.


“Fuck,” I hear from the other side of the doorway.


I creep in, pushing the door open a little further to see a man sitting in an office chair leaning over a small desk, meticulously organizing a series of small glass tubes and copper strands. He looks determined. He isn’t wearing after-party clothes like everyone else; instead he’s sitting there in brightly colored boxer briefs with parrots all over them. I’m intrigued. He turns in his chair and catches me in his stare, his gaze intense with furrowed brows and the most beautiful blue-gray eyes I have ever seen. Then a quick and genuine, “Hey.”


William Shakespeare claimed, “The eyes are the window to the soul.” I understand those words more in this moment than ever before. In his eyes I see sincerity, kindness, love, and lots of hurt. I know he is more than meets the eye. He is complex, but how? He has my full attention.


I introduce myself, and his eyes never leave me. He sets down a smoky glass tube, slowly stands from his chair and greets me with a hug. I’m shocked. I wasn’t aware city men even knew how to hug. I thought that was a southern thing.


When I get a closer look, I’m even more shocked by the paraphernalia on the desk. I try to act like I’m not fazed, but my eyes keep bouncing back down to stare at it without my control. His name is still ringing in my ears, “Hunter Biden.” So this is the guy of some importance everyone seems to know. He acts so . . . humble.


I sink into an expensive leather chair with bronze nail head details, and he wants to know where I’m from, why I am in D.C., why did I want a degree in CSI, what my family is like, what my plans are. When he finds out I am an Arkansas native, he goes to a bookshelf in the front room and comes back with a signed picture of Johnny Cash, addressed to him. So he’s the one with the good taste in music. I never would have thought it. If he isn’t asking me questions, he’s making witty comments about my answers, mocking my southern accent which has a way of making us both laugh out loud, or just nodding as if he knows something about what I’m talking about but would rather listen to me than have to talk about himself. He definitely does not want the spotlight on him, and this draws me in even more.


In the first five minutes he has learned my entire life story, and the only thing I know about him is that he is suffering. I can tell he’s brilliant, and he has a demon on his back. Other people pop into the bathroom for a quick fix, but Hunter’s demons keep him in this dark back room so they can have him any time. I feel his pain.


I look down at the fancy chair I’m sitting in and see a small plaque label on the arm reading “Senator Barack Obama 2005–2008.” This is typical D.C., even the furniture brags about its connections.


“Umm, this is President Obama’s seat,” I say with slow realization.


“Uh, yeah, that’s his chair from the time he served in the U.S. Senate,” he says, as if it’s no big deal.


The wheels are turning in my head. “Wait, so you have Obama’s senate chair, and your last name is Biden.” Boom. “Are you kin to Joe Biden . . . like Vice President Joe Biden?” I’m looking now to see what his face can tell me. It’s a slow grin, a proud acknowledgment that I could tell he had made more than a few times before. “Yes, he’s my dad.”


I feel like I’m in one of those videos where the narration begins with, “You’re probably wondering how I got here.” Back to the iPhone, I have to google this. Turns out, he is indeed Joe Biden’s son.


I’m sitting in our former president’s senate seat and looking into the eyes of our former vice president’s son while he organizes and uses things I would never expect him to partake in. But he isn’t a vice president’s son. If you never asked him who his dad was, you would never know. He’s just Hunter. He is his own.


With everything Hunter is using that night, it would be easy to think of him as your usual junkie. But he’s not. He might be smoking crack cocaine and drinking vodka straight from a gallon Tito’s bottle right in front of me, but he is not a crackhead. He is well-composed and intelligent; he listens when I speak. In my first twenty minutes with Hunter Biden, I know he is the most charming human I’ve ever met, even in his parrot boxer briefs. He is one of the only genuine people I’ve met since moving to the big city. He is someone I want to get to know better.


It feels like no more than an hour has passed when Kelsey appears in the doorway. She says hello to Hunter and lets me know it’s morning. Sunlight seeps into the small office, but I’m not ready to leave . . . him. We literally talked the night away. I get up, give him a hug, and walk out. No number exchange. Hopefully Kelsey got it with the after-party details.


We sneak out the way we came in, back onto U.S. soil, without the Swedes being the wiser, and make our way to the car. Click click click, nothing. We are desperate to get to my place and crash, but a dead battery is keeping us put, right down from the House of Sweden. Kelsey calls the number for the after-party, and sure enough, Hunter answers. She tells him we’re stranded, and even after a night of partying, vodka, and drugs, Hunter immediately comes down to check on us, wearing more than just briefs.


All it takes is one call from him, and minutes later a guy shows up with a new battery that fits, installs it, then drives off. Hunter has handled the costs and Kelsey doesn’t owe a penny.


This is my first experience of the Hunter package—wit, charm, kindness, and a phone that could make anyone else’s problems go away. I didn’t realize it, but while the guy was fixing the vehicle, Hunter got my number from Kelsey.


A little over a week later, Hunter gets back in town. He’s been gone since the day of the car rescue, but we’ve been texting on and off. It is nothing heavy or romantic, but now that he’s back, we decide to get drinks at a tiny bar in Georgetown. Before meeting him, I call Rana, one of my most trusted friends and the only born-and-raised loyal Democrat from my hometown.


“How in the hell did this spark up,” she asks incredulously. I fill her in on the Rosemont Seneca night, and all the while I’m talking she’s googling. “Be careful,” she warns. “It says here he has been discharged from the Navy for cocaine.” I am not about to reveal I sat with him while he did it the other night.


“Well, I don’t know about all of that, but we spent hours talking. He’s such a kind person. You would really like him,” I say, trying to reassure her that I am not about to get sucked into a life of hard drugs and . . . I don’t know . . . dishonorable discharges? We hang up and I head straight for Georgetown.


He’s wrapping some business up in the office, so I wait for him on the stairs outside the Swedish Embassy while the sun is setting over the Potomac. He approaches from behind, and before I can see him I can smell that smoky, unforgettable fragrance from the first night. It’s etched into my memory. Hunter is better looking than I remembered, about six feet tall, this time clean shaven, wearing a blue pea coat, jeans, and brown Gucci loafers. He cleans up nice. He looks distinguished and vibrant.


The first words from his mouth are, again, “Hey, how are you?” But it’s not your typical in-passing question. It’s genuine. It’s Hunter. As I’m describing my day to him, I can’t help but be more curious about his. We walk a few blocks to the bar, and fortunately I’m wearing flats because I couldn’t remember if he was taller than my five feet seven inches. He is.


At a corner in Georgetown, a man pulls out his phone. I hardly notice, but it bothers Hunter. He believes the guy is taking a picture of him. I hate that. How hard it must be for someone to live their life constantly in the spotlight.


He opens the door at a small café lounge, and I pick a purple couch lit by lamps on two end tables. Ordering Tito’s on the rocks, Hunter compliments the waitress’ bracelet, and shares with her a story about the one he’s wearing. I noticed it the first night, a silver band with what to me looked like the What Would Jesus Do fish engraved in the metal around it. It obviously means something to him.


“So how do you do it,” I say as we sip our drinks. “I’m sure people expect you to be an entitled asshole, but somehow you manage to relate to anyone.”


My curiosity amuses him but shooting him straight makes him chuckle, I don’t think he’s used to people being so straightforward with him. “You just treat people the same. Be kind. It’s not some huge, unbearable task.”


As we talk, Hunter informs me that he is going through a divorce and the difficulties he is facing. I can’t confess that I already know because I googled him again after we met. Doesn’t every girl? I can see it has an effect on him. He loves his family and hates feeling like he has let anyone down.


The lounge starts flooding with Georgetown students, and our inevitable exit is near. But again, I’m not ready to leave. While we’re finishing our second drink, Hunter tells me he’s been staying at the Ritz-Carlton down the street with an open bar. Do I want to check it out? Hell, yeah, I do.


It’s a gorgeous five-minute walk to the Ritz, where the large gold demi-lion ushers us into the palatial lobby. We pass walls of red brick, hanging chandeliers, and a marble desk looking older than America, and then an easy ride up the elevator and I find myself inside Hunter Biden’s place for the night. It’s a suite. The humble, down-to-earth guy I applauded for seeming so relatable to anyone at the restaurant is probably spending more on one night here than the average American makes in a month.


He tour-guides me around the rooms, acting like it’s not a big deal. I take it all in, knowing that it actually is a very big deal, to me at least. D.C. is unpredictable, but I never saw myself at The Ritz-Carlton with the former vice president’s son, having a drink from his open bar and seeing where the night goes.


“What do you want to drink first,” he asks from the mini fridge.


There are only a few small bottles of Tito’s left, so, with a little smile, I opt for Grey Goose.


We’re playful and jab at each other. I like getting under his skin. “Fuck you, you fuckin’ fuck,” he says without anger. It’s his favorite word. We laugh together.


Hanging out with Hunter feels like home away from home. I am safe and comfortable, taken care of. I don’t know where things are going, but I’m open, and waiting to see. Will he be one of my best friends or something more? He’s witty and smart, and he’s got a lot going for himself. I enjoy his company, and there aren’t a lot of people in D.C. I feel that way about.


We make our way to the fainting couch at the foot of the bed, and I kick off my flats beside his Gucci loafers. The joking is gone now. Conversation is deeper now as we lean on the bed. We talk about family and friends, people who have let us down, and ways we’ve been hurt. He has a lot more of those than he would like to admit.


I notice something in his eyes I hadn’t noticed before. Not an emotion, but a color. I’m looking at his striking blue-gray eyes, but in one of them there is a hint of brown, like a freckle on his iris. The uniqueness is intriguing. I’m attracted to him even more.


The foreseeable lull in the conversation finally comes and he leans in ever so slightly. I move toward him, and my mouth meets his. His lips are harder than I expected. It’s almost like a shield, keeping anyone from getting into the softness behind. But I don’t mind; I have my own walls up.


As I sink into his kiss, I’m not thinking he’s my future husband or about how in love I am. I’m just wondering where this will go. As we slip into the bed, somewhere in the back of my head a phrase I’ve heard before pops up—the first hit is always free.




Chapter 2


Secret Squirrel


Steam escapes the bathroom doorway as I lay in bed listening to the water running. He’s showering again. I must have drifted off. I’d bet he didn’t sleep at all.


He emerges, and without missing a beat, we launch into conversation like last night never ended. Either he’s a morning person or sleep is a rare thing in his world. My money’s on the latter. Another facet of the Hunter package: his addiction leaves no room for peace or even basic rest. It has no mercy.


At least things aren’t awkward, but then again, I can’t imagine awkward existing in Hunter’s world. I think he could charm his way out of a black hole, let alone a little social discomfort. And in the short time I’ve known him, we have become friends. Or have we? Friends with . . . benefits? Anxiety hits my bloodstream like caffeine as I try to label it, us. I hate labels. They feel like cages. How can one tiny word fit something as complex as this? And why am I even thinking about this? I just met this guy.


That’s it, I’m leaving. Fresh air might help me get out of my head. I pull on yesterday’s clothes. The walk of shame, or rather, Uber of shame, across the city feels daunting.


“I gotta get back home.”


“Can I order you up some breakfast?”


“No, thanks. I’m not hungry.”


“Okay, well, I have to meet my uncle soon anyway. Can you call me later?”


“Yeah, okay.” One of the first things I learned about being friends with Hunter: you don’t get in touch with him; he gets in touch with you. Reaching him is nearly impossible, and reserved for when he needs you, not the other way around.


I hug him goodbye and close the door as his phone blows up with another call. He’s late for his uncle, and as calm as he seems, I suspect being late is his norm.


Back in the real world, I navigate the Georgetown Ritz lobby again and step into a fresh breath of crisp D.C. morning air with a side of “What the hell have I gotten myself into?” I replay the night: the stories, the laughter, the ease. Time with Hunter melts everything else away. Lost in the moment, one might say. Did he enjoy himself too? Is it possible he likes me back? Talk about a surprise. One of many with Hunter. Maybe I kind of like this Biden guy. Would that be bad?


Despite my openness with him, Hunter has a mysterious side I haven’t quite cracked. He might tell me what I want to hear, but a tiny doubt lingers in the back of my mind. How does he really feel? Silver-tongued devil, some might say. I want to figure him out the way he did me, but I have a feeling he won’t be as easy.


At home, I throw on leggings and a sweatshirt and dial Kelsey.


“Wanna get brunch? I have something to tell you.”


“Uh, yeah.”


A good friend bails you out of jail, but a best friend sits next to you in your cell and says with a smile, “Damn, that was fun.” Kelsey’s in my cell. She joins in my chaos and laughs me through the trauma that might follow.


We slide our burrito bowls onto the metal table at Chipotle and I spill.


“So, I had drinks with Hunter Biden last night.”


No surprise there.


“And then I went back to his suite at the Ritz.”


“And . . .”


“And I just left a few hours ago.”


We laugh at our knack for finding ourselves in these situations. Spending time with the former vice president’s son should feel like a big deal, but with Hunter, it just feels normal. Plus, I’m not easily starstruck. My aunt calls me Mr. Bean, Rowan Atkinson’s character from the British TV series, because I tend to float through life unassumingly, creating a trail of chaos in my wake.


Once, at a concert, I sat VIP backstage and asked a man sitting on a speaker where the nearest restroom was. He politely escorted me, only for the door to open into a fancy dressing room with his pictures all over the wall. He was the lead singer of the Read Southall Band. I was an idiot. But I hit the veggie tray, used the restroom, and when I came out, I thanked him and told him what a fan I was. He laughed, knowing I had no clue. But he didn’t feel disrespected; that’s all that mattered.


Chaos follows me everywhere. I guess Hunter and I are alike in that sense.


For the next few months we see each other, talking, texting, spending time at his office or hotel suite, or visiting the garage loft of his father’s house on Chain Bridge Road that served as home base during his divorce. People ask how long we’ve known each other, and he always claims “a year or so.” It isn’t that long; it just seems that way. I’m typically on guard in D.C., getting to know people before letting my walls down. Intentions aren’t always what they seem. But with Hunter, it’s different. From the first night he asked about me, I trusted him.


On March 1, my phone buzzes me awake to a tabloid headline, “Beau Biden’s Widow Having an Affair with His Married Brother.” Every tabloid claims that Hunter is romantically involved with his sister-in-law, Hallie. The media’s having a field day with the family drama, and my heart hurts for him. I grab my phone, fingers tapping out a text: “Hey, I saw the news. Checking on you. Are you okay? If there’s anything I can do, please let me know. Keep your head up.” Twenty-four hours later, a quick “thank you” arrives.


A few days go by and he reaches out again. He asks if I want to meet up. Well, of course. He’s staying at the Watergate Hotel and plans on ordering dinner. Kelsey and I are at my house watching The American President. Ironic. He says bring her and come on! So we take off.


As soon as the door opens to his suite he hugs us both, inviting us in. The Watergate suite’s menu looks like a feast. I quickly order a Caesar salad I know is really good, and then pull Hunter into another hug. The tabloids have dragged him through the mud, and my gut twists seeing him like this. He pulls me aside as Kelsey decides between the seafood tower and black truffle risotto, and as I give him another hug, he squeezes out a quiet, “Thank you.” I’m thinking he’s just really happy we came to hang out and take his mind off things, then he adds, “You were the only person who genuinely checked on me when everything happened. Thank you for that.” I act as if it’s no big deal, but there’s a small sting in my chest. So, it’s real.


“You need to meet Hallie,” he says. “You’ll love her! And she’ll love you! Let’s all get together!” Am I really spending time with a guy who’s in a seemingly open relationship with his sister-in-law? I can’t believe I’m even thinking about it. That would never be okay with me. But for some reason, with Hunter, it’s different. Guess I’ve joined the dream team.


We find a day that works for the three of us, and I head to our first rendezvous point—the Georgetown cafe where Hunter and I went on our first outing. Meeting new people gives me anxiety, and this is not your normal meetup, but Hallie gives me a warm smile that’s disarming and genuine. I understand what Hunter sees in her. No envy, I think she’s great. After all, we’re just friends, right?


A few drinks later we head back to Rosemont Seneca, Hunter lagging behind to grab cash at an ATM. Hallie and I walk down the street like best friends. She’s timid too, but we cover the awkwardness with small talk. Just as we settle into conversation, Hunter’s back. “I, uh, have a small appointment,” he murmurs, and ushers us up to his office.


At a big conference table, we sit and talk with Hunter through the open door to his gorgeous, glass-enclosed office. Hallie claims to have a headache and disappears into the back room. We’re either getting on her nerves or boring her to death, I think, but find out she’s not a huge fan of his next appointment, or vice versa.


Hunter’s phone rings, “You’re about to meet someone special.” My anxiety spikes. I’m not sure I can handle meeting any more special people.


Too late. A knock echoes on the door and Hunter lets in an eighty-five-pound woman, near five feet, two inches, with just a couple teeth and a balding spot where her scalp shows through her short hair. Just when I thought the dream team couldn’t get any dreamier.


It’s Bicycles, his supplier. Hunter introduces her by her real name, not the street name everyone calls her when she’s not around, and she scans me with suspicion. He leans in, whispering, “She gets protective, especially around women.” Clearly she’s protective, but not for the same reasons I am. He’s her meal ticket. They make their supposedly secret exchange behind the glass walls of his office, and he buys his dealer a supply too, maybe so she doesn’t short his supply. What a deal.


She’s still shooting me daggers when I say just loud enough that we all can hear, “Look, I’m from Arkansas, so if she thinks all eighty pounds of her would like to open a can of whoop-ass on me, I’ll gladly mop your office floor with her.” He laughs, mocking my southern accent, but hustles her out the door. I can’t figure out if he’s more worried Bicycles will try to shiv me, or that I’ll make good on my threat and he’ll lose his supplier.


With Chinese takeout and a twenty-minute late-night drive to McLean, Hunter, Hallie and I are at Joe and Jill’s place on Chain Bridge Road. It’s a gorgeous brick home with big columns, and the Bidens are leasing it from a friend of the Obamas. At least that’s what Hunter tells me. Everyone is someone on Chain Bridge, and I love visiting here. I always go straight downstairs to the fridge tucked off Joe’s office where ice cream, Cokes, and sometimes Gatorade are stocked, then head up to Hunter’s wing of the house.


But tonight we’re the dream team. Hallie manages a few bites of takeout and stays long enough to show the tension between her and Hunter. He’s rubbing the spot where his neck meets his shoulders and wants to call someone to give him a massage. Hallie’s suspicious, but instead of arguing she heads upstairs for the night.


I stay for the night, but run home the next day to let Ada, my German shepherd, out. After showering and changing into a tan romper, I Uber back to Chain Bridge. Hallie is sitting on the front porch, smoking. I pull up a rocking chair and sit. She’s out here because she and Hunter aren’t getting along. I listen, and when we go back inside, for some reason they want me to mediate.


“You all just don’t get along,” I laugh after hearing their complaints. Hunter thinks Hallie is suspicious, always accusing him of lying and questioning anything he says. Maybe paranoia is plaguing her too. She claims he lies, and he claims she isn’t understanding, and he feels used. It looks to me like her demons are darker than his. Hallie is sweet but doesn’t seem very street-smart, and she needs Hunter to take care of her.


They’re not supportive or encouraging of each other; they don’t even act like they like being around each other. They’re never affectionate in front of me, and whatever they have between them, it seems toxic. Maybe they clung to each other’s sharp edges to weather a storm, but now there’s wreckage all around.


Hunter storms off to his wing of the house to call a masseuse, leaving Hallie and me at the kitchen counter. “He really trusts you,” she says. “That isn’t something he does with most people.” She claims he confides more things in me than she would ever know. I don’t know why she’s offering this insight or how it makes her feel. I can’t imagine. There isn’t any trust between them, and I know Hunter is feeling used a lot in general, when he’s needing to feel love.


Hallie goes to lie down on the couch, and I visit Hunter in his wing.


“Can you believe this?” he asks. “Can you believe her?”


“Yeah, Hunt, she’s pretty upset.”


“You’re not siding with her, are you?”


“No,” I assure him. “You both are just so toxic to each other.” It’s kind of sad to see.


I spend a lot of time at Chain Bridge with Hunter, but never again with Hallie. My closest D.C. friends, Savanah and Kelsey, visit too. We all goof around, drink, or watch things on TV or the internet. It’s always a good time.


His bedroom is a snowstorm of clothes, with a fresh avalanche each time the closet opens. He gathers new things wherever he goes, so they tend to pile up. His wing above the garage has its own entry, with a spiral staircase leading to a small balcony where Hunter smokes an occasional Winston. At the bottom of the staircase, a couple of black SUVs sit to the side, protecting his privacy. It is his hideaway throughout his divorce. He stays there when Joe and Jill are out of town, or when he’s not staying in a hotel suite, or renting a house in Annapolis after his divorce becomes public, and who can blame him? The place is gorgeous, with plenty of space to be alone, or have company.


Weeks morph into months, with visits, texts, calls, and FaceTimes scattered throughout. We see each other on and off when we are in town and stay in contact when one of us is traveling. One day Hunter’s supposed to come over but cancels for a last-minute trip. No big deal until he reveals the trip is to China.


“Hunt, if I make a last-minute trip, it’s like to 7-Eleven, or Annapolis, not on the other side of the world!”


But I’m there when he gets back.


As Hunter and I grow closer, so does his bond with my best friends. My loyalty is fierce, and I guard his secrets. I never bring anyone around him who might jeopardize his public reputation, only those who can look beyond his addiction. I want to protect him. So Kelsey, Savanah, Vanessa, and Lydia are the only girls I let in. They’re my closest friends, and I know their allegiance to me will make them protect him the same way I do.


We spend a lot of time with Savanah and Kelsey, and when we’re all together Hunter loosens up. It’s like he can be a kid with us. Kelsey is at Northern Virginia Community College taking online classes and working part-time jobs, like waitressing, and interning at a dermatologist’s office. At Chain Bridge, she does her schoolwork on Hunter’s laptop. One time we’re up in his wing and she says she has to head home to take a test. “Just do it here,” Hunter offers. “Like I don’t have internet? Log in and take your test.” She logs in on his laptop, and we all take the test together.


I don’t really know what Savanah does. She’s sort of the Chandler Bing from the TV show Friends of our group, no one really knows what it is that she does. She might be in school too, but definitely online, because every time we call, she’s always randomly nearby, even though she lives in Manassas. Savanah has a little hooptie but drives everyone else’s car. Every time she drinks, she ends up in the hospital thinking she’s dying from a hangover, so she doesn’t drink. Which works out great because she is an excellent designated driver. If she opened a designated driver business, she’d make a fortune off us.


Vanessa is with us sometimes too. She’s quieter than the rest of us, and doesn’t give Hunter a hard time, mostly just laughing at our antics. But for the most part it is us four, Kelsey, Hunter, Savanah, and me. We spend so much time together, we have an official group name, “AMOEBA.” It’s a one-cell microscopic organism, but Hunter just calls it a parasite and jokingly describes us as parasites too . . . well, mostly jokingly. It’s also our code word in case of emergencies. The AMOEBA pact seems to be that we take care of Hunter by keeping his secrets and helping him loosen up, and Hunter . . . well . . . just takes care of us. We do our part of keeping his secrets, and over time they grow.


One night after a dinner filled with more drinks than food, Kelsey and I decide to surprise Hunter at Chain Bridge. We Uber there, but can’t remember the gate code, and instead of calling, we decide to break in. First, we try army crawling under the gate. Utter fail. Then we grab the black bars and try climbing over. But we laugh too hard to even pull ourselves off the ground. For the next five minutes the Uber sits in the drive, contemplating either calling the cops or offering us a ride back to sanity. The two most incompetent burglars in the D.C. area. But we finally slip through the gate and run up the spiral staircase to Hunter’s balcony. As we knock on the door, we’re surprised he doesn’t answer. We know he’s there; we FaceTimed earlier. Then it hits us; he’s paranoid about what crazy person might have gotten to his door without going through the gate first. We double over in laughter again. After calling to him, we hear, “Are you fucking kidding me?” a couple of times. He opens the door, shaking his head. “Get it together,” he orders with disgust and a hint of humor.


The break-in isn’t our main reason for coming. I want to see him, and Kelsey needs some advice on work issues. He’s primed, cocked, and ready. He’s on high alert, and always gives the best advice.


“Okay, turn your phones off and leave them on the couch,” he demands. “We need to walk like a hundred yards away so nobody hears us.”


Kelsey eyes me with amusement.


“You want my advice, then put your fuckin’ phones on the couch, turned off, and follow me outside, fuckers.”


We comply. We don’t want to agitate the demon of paranoia. Plus, as harsh as that might sound, he really isn’t. Hunter jokes, and never says anything that would really make us feel bad. Even at his worst, he isn’t mean. He just likes making us laugh and using his favorite word.


Phones surrendered, we walk the required hundred yards to the corner of the back lawn. Kelsey pours out her situation to him, and he takes it all in, eyes intent. Suddenly his eyes double in size as he snaps his attention to her waist. My eyes follow. Silence. Then, an unmistakable BZZZZZZ.


Hunter’s face contorts. “What the actual fuck? You brought your phone? You don’t listen. Just incompetent!” He storms off, back inside, leaving us rolling on the ground laughing.


Kelsey’s work phone in her jacket pocket has given her away. She’s worried she set off a panic attack. He just lectured us about breaking in through the gate. “How the hell did you make it this far in life? How do you survive without me?” Followed by that perfectly timed phone call. He thinks we need to grow up, and it’s our mission to help him loosen his grip on control, even if it’s just for a brief, chaotic moment.


Phones are a big deal to Hunter. He’s gone through hundreds in his life. Models change, numbers change, but one constant remains: it’s impossible to get ahold of Hunter unless he wants to be reached. If the paranoia is haunting him, he might even hide the phone you’re trying to reach him on and buy another one to get him through the moment.


Another time Kelsey and I are out eating when we think we smell Hunter. “Is someone smoking crack cocaine?” We pinpoint the source of the aroma and suspect the guy coming back from the restroom is up to something.


“What are you doing?” we get up the nerve to ask with a smile.


“What?” he says, looking at us like we were crazy. “Nothing.”


“You smell,” Kelsey says, sniffing him. “Are you wearing something.”


“Yeah, it’s Tom Ford Tuscan Leather.”


“Oh,” we say simultaneously, looking like we’re the crack addicts.


From then on, we realize the smoky aroma that comes with Hunter is Tom Ford Tuscan Leather, which is probably just as expensive.


Over time, I start working for Hunter off the books and doing small unofficial things. When his Porsche needs to be moved, I handle it. When an Audi or a BMW needs to go from Delaware to one of the rented houses in Annapolis, I take care of it. Whatever he needs, whether dropping off dry cleaning, going over things with his assistant, Katie Dodge, at the office, or restocking his daily Tito’s gallon, he calls me.


Watching Hunter in action, wheeling and dealing with people, I can’t help but think about how I could build a long-term career working with him. It might sound self-serving, but it’s true. Plus, being around Hunter means living a ridiculously fun life as a bonus.


Crime and CSI school are a fascination of mine, and I love discussing high-profile cases with my sister and aunt, and crafting our own theories. But as I work for Hunter, a new side of myself comes to the surface. I enjoy helping people who need it, and Hunter needs all the help he can get.


Plenty of people start as executive assistants but end up becoming their boss’s professional right hand. I want to become the Donna to Hunter’s Harvey Specter, assisting him professionally, but even more so, being there for him personally, because he is a broken man.


I’m not some pure feminine hero though, swooping in to save a man. I’m having as much fun as I’ve ever had, reveling in the present, partying on a whole new level. The booze is good, and the drugs . . . well, I can’t say I don’t try and do things, but none of it ever gets its claws in me. Still, the scene is all new to me and I’m fully immersed in the moment, drinking in every second of this thrill ride, living only for the now.


Knowing I love the TV show Scandal and staying at the Watergate because of its political history, Hunter tells me one day about another hotel. It’s a story of scandal about politicians, drugs, and prostitutes. I’m fascinated by crime, so we decide to visit. After lunch, we check in to the historic building. Our first greeting is from a weird smell that lingers throughout the old-fashioned room. A thirty-two-inch TV sitting on top of an old wooden dresser is probably the only upgrade this small room has seen in decades, and the maroon carpet looks like it’s a hotel original.


“Pull the top cover off,” Hunter says, messing with the bed. “Who knows what we might catch in this place.”


I do, but we don’t stay long. He takes one of his many showers for the day trying to rid himself of the demon on his back and is talking on the phone in the bathroom, while I sit, dressed in his light blue button-up, browsing the internet on his laptop.


“Honey, I’m out of battery,” he calls. “Where’s my charger?”


I rummage through the backpack that I brought for him, then the briefcase. It’s not here.


“You didn’t pack me a charger,” he howls in disbelief. “You’re the most insubordinate assistant ever.”


We laugh because we know he’s right.


As time goes on, I learn more about Hunter, both the good and the bad. One night I see his kindness and generosity when we come across a homeless man and his son. Their clothes are worn, and it is clear they are struggling to stay warm. Hunter doesn’t hesitate; he presses a little card into the man’s hand, “Show this to the people at the desk.” He sends them to the nearby Ritz for a warm room, a hot shower, and all the room service they could want, all on his tab.


Other times I see the darker side. As his drug use escalates, so does his paranoia. Despite it all, he refuses to quit. One night at his Annapolis house, after his fifth shower to try to wash away the hold they have on him, I ask him if he would consider quitting. “Honey,” he declares, “You can want me to quit, but at the end of the day I will not quit until I want to quit. This is my addiction, no one else’s. I’ll change when I’m ready, and hell, I’ll probably outlive you!” He promises me he’s going to get frog venom injected into his system to clear everything out so he doesn’t have to go to rehab, and being gullible, I believe everything he says. But the frog venom appointment is never made, if it exists at all. He’s right. He won’t quit until he wants to, no matter what anyone else wants.


The sunrises on Chesapeake Bay are among my fondest memories of being in Hunter’s Annapolis house. Savanah and Hunter are engrossed in TV and conversation, but I can’t take my eyes off the painted sky and shimmering water, until I hear “Whole Foods.” My stomach growls and I join them downstairs, finding them on Hunter’s ever-present laptop scrolling through memes. Savanah reads off the infamous images of former vice president Joe Biden and former president Obama that had the social media world in a frenzy in 2017. We laugh, but Hunter doesn’t find them as funny. He is proud of his dad and feels the memes are a form of mockery. It’s just jokes, no harm meant. He cracks a smile at a few, probably more amused by our laughter than the jokes themselves, and claims we need to get ready and be productive for the day, even though it’s Saturday. He goes upstairs to change, but Savanah and I stay in the sweats we’ve been lounging in.


Hunter comes back downstairs, and I can’t resist bringing up Whole Foods again. We make a plan to go. “You owe me a phone,” Savanah tells Hunter. Something happened to hers some time before and he loaned her one of his many, which turned out to be one of his dad’s phones, complete with Joe’s pictures and information still on it. She’s been using the phone for months, with the same wallpaper Joe had chosen of him and Jill. I didn’t know. All this time I just thought she was a loyal Democrat.


We find a Whole Foods near a Verizon Wireless store. Two birds, one stone. At Hunter’s direction I’m driving Hallie’s small white BMW SUV while in the back seat he organizes the materials in his backpack, and Savanah gives directions riding shotgun. “Here is good,” Hunter shouts from the back. Whole Foods is two or more blocks away, with Verizon across the street from it.
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