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You taught me how to live, how to love, how to laugh, how to dream, and how to smile.

You showed me how to be a mother to my four beautiful angels and to always thank God for all of our blessings.

You picked me up when I fell down, you wiped my tears when I would cry, you were always the first one there for me during the good times, and the last one to leave my side during the bad.

Everything I am or ever will be is because of you.

Without you it’s not the same.

fino a quando ci incontriamo di nuovo. Per mia madre, Antonia Gorga. ama sempe, tua figlia Teresa


And for once, you just want it to be easy.

To be simple. To be helped. To be saved.

But you know you won’t be.

But you’re still hoping.

And you’re still wishing.

And you’re still staying strong and fighting,

with tears in your eyes.

You’re fighting.

—Anonymous



PROLOGUE



MY “GLAMOROUS” LIFE

It was just before midnight, and I could barely keep my eyes open.

I was absolutely exhausted.

I was drained physically, emotionally, and spiritually.

I had almost no strength left.

I took two shots of espresso before leaving the house so I didn’t fall asleep while driving to the airport to pick up my oldest daughter, Gia, who was returning home with her high school team after a weekend cheerleading competition in Orlando.

I’m so proud of all my daughters, but because Gia is the oldest, she’s really stepped up and helped out our family in ways that no sixteen-year-old should ever have to. I was so excited to see her, even though it’d been only two days.

I blasted the radio in the car so loud it was deafening. It’d been a very long day, but then again, it seemed as if every day was just as long, a virtual repeat of the day before.

I felt like Bill Murray in the movie Groundhog Day.

It was as if I was running on a hamster wheel that never stopped. Around and around I went, running full speed, but I couldn’t seem to get ahead. I needed a break, but I couldn’t seem to catch one.

The day started for me earlier than most, about twenty-four hours prior, when my seventy-three-year-old father, who now lives with me (more on that later), came into my bedroom—not long after I’d returned home from a friend’s party in Connecticut—and woke me up, asking me to take him to the hospital. He had a nosebleed that wouldn’t stop and he was also coughing up blood. It wasn’t the first time this had happened.

Before we left for the hospital, I woke up my twelve-year-old daughter, Gabriella, and told her I was putting her in charge while I was gone because I had to take Nonno to the hospital.

My poor kids.

There’s always something.

It’s as if we have a dark cloud hovering over our house.

I often think to myself, maybe we should move and start over. I fantasize about what life would be like if we picked up and relocated to a place like Kentucky and started from scratch. What if I was no longer Teresa Giudice, reality television star from New Jersey, and I became Teresa Smith, real estate agent from Louisville or Lexington?

What would my new house look like?

What would my new friends be like?

Where would I get my hair done?

Are there any good Italian restaurants in Kentucky?

Would the paparazzi come looking for me?

Would I be happy?

I snapped back to reality, my reality, not what you see on TV, as I walked into the ER with my father. As we sat in the waiting room, which was absolutely freezing, I was rubbing his back affectionately, just like he used to rub mine when I was a little girl and I was sick.

I couldn’t believe I was only a few weeks away from my forty-fifth birthday. I couldn’t believe I’d just buried my mother. I couldn’t believe my husband was in prison. I couldn’t believe that I went to prison.

My head hurt. My mind was racing. I was literally all over the place, both everywhere and nowhere at the same time. Is that even possible?

Recently a close friend of mine suggested that I go see someone, a therapist, to try and sort things out. I wish I had the time, but sadly I don’t. And I’m not sure if I’d even know where to begin or if it would even help. Are my problems the type that can be solved by sitting across from someone for an hour every week? Lying down on some stranger’s couch and telling him or her my deepest, darkest secrets. Who are they to judge me? I’m not someone who opens up easily. Or, at least I haven’t been in the past. I guess I just feel like my time would be better spent getting things done for my family.

Around and around on the hamster wheel.

In addition to caring for my seventy-three-year-old father and my four young daughters, I also have to work, work, work, work, work, work like Rihanna to pay the bills and keep things afloat after my husband made a mess of our finances. Such a massive mess that it makes the Exxon Valdez oil spill seem like a glass of spilled red wine (more on that later).

And speaking of my husband . . .

While I was sitting in the ER waiting for the doctor to examine my father, I checked my phone to find a new message on CorrLinks, the email system used by inmates who are in a federal prison.

My husband, Joe, is currently serving a forty-one-month sentence, but you already know that, just like you know that I spent eleven and a half months of my life inside a federal prison camp for women in Danbury, Connecticut. (And if you didn’t know that, you should read my last book, Turning the Tables.)

Like Frank Sinatra, my husband did it his way. And look where it got us.

So there I sat on that particular Sunday at 4:00 a.m. in the ER waiting room, reading Joe’s email from late Saturday night, just a few hours before, asking me in a not-so-polite way where I was, who I was with, and what I was doing at that moment.

Was he fucking kidding me?

Well, honey, here are the answers to your email:

On Saturday, I woke up at 7:00 a.m. to get our girls ready for their various activities and spent the next hour driving them around and dropping them off at what felt like a million different places. Soccer, cheerleading, dance—the usual.

Then I raced home to meet my glam girls, Priscilla and Lucia, who were doing my hair and makeup for a big event that was scheduled to start around noon, where I would be doing a meet-and-greet and book signing for fans, taking pictures, hosting a Q and A, and a cooking demonstration all while the producers and cameras from The Real Housewives of New Jersey followed my every move.

By 10:00 a.m. I was in the car—a black SUV with dark-tinted windows.

I called my lawyer, Jim Leonard—who also handles a lot of my professional commitments—and screamed into the phone, “Jim, did you know I’m going to MetLife Stadium for this event today?! How many people are coming to this thing?”

“Teresa, you are so popular the only venue big enough for you was MetLife Stadium,” Jim replied, being his usual sarcastic, smart-ass self.

“Seriously, what time will I be done?” I asked, because I’m always thinking about the next place I have to be. There’s always a child to be dropped off or picked up. Or another work obligation.

“When you’re done signing books and taking pictures,” he responded. “Let’s hope you’re there all day. That will mean you sold a lot of books. Also, while you’re there, look for Jimmy Hoffa’s body; they say he’s buried there somewhere.”

“Goodbye,” I said, rolling my eyes as I hung up.

As I sat in the back seat of the SUV, enjoying the serenity and rarity of a quiet moment, I let myself rest for a split second, tuning everything out, or at least trying to.

“Miss, can I ask you question?” the driver of the SUV asked.

“Sure,” I said, prying my eyes open from what I’d hoped would be a longer moment of silence. I put on a half smile, as he met my weary gaze in his rearview mirror.

“Do you think when we stop I could take a picture with you? I would love to send it to my family and friends back home in India,” he said. “They won’t believe that I had a real-life movie star in my car today.”

A movie star? That made me laugh.

I felt like telling him, Buddy, if my life is a movie right now, it’s a fuckin’ horror movie that should be titled What Else Could Possibly Go Wrong?

But, instead, I answered back, “Sure, although I’m not a movie star. I’m on a reality TV show.”

I’m not sure he knew the difference, or even cared. He just smiled and said to me, with a big toothy grin, “Such a glamorous life you have, God bless you.”

A glamorous life?

Whose?

Mine?

I can see where it may come across that way to some, but the truth is, there is nothing glitzy about my life, at least not in the last few years, and certainly not on that day as I was on my way to MetLife Stadium, completely tired.

When we arrived, my driver was very kind and helped me out of the car before we posed for a selfie together. I thanked him for getting me there safely.

I stayed at MetLife Stadium until almost 4:00 p.m. I guess that means I sold a lot of books.

Afterward I went home, quickly got changed, and ran around like a lunatic getting things in order for my seven-year-old, Audriana’s, communion, which was one week away. By the time I was done with all that prep work, I had to pick up my eleven-year-old, Milania, from her friend’s house before driving to my own friend’s house in Connecticut. Once I got home later that night, I passed out.

Literally.

When my father woke me up at 3:00 a.m. about going to the hospital, I still had on a full face of makeup and my fake eyelashes. Miraculously, I’ve mastered the art of sleeping in such a way that my hair doesn’t get messed up. Joe used to tell me I looked like a mummy when I was sleeping.

So you can imagine what I looked like sitting in the ER with only a few hours of sleep in me, sporting a full face of makeup, eyelashes the size of butterfly wings, and perfectly coiffed hair. Madonna mia!

As luck would have it, after some quick tests the doctor was able to stop my father’s nosebleed and, once he’d examined him, we were sent home later in the morning.

I dropped off my father and headed back out to the supermarket to pick up chicken cutlets, raviolis, and a variety of vegetables so that I could make a nice salad to eat with our Sunday dinner around two o’clock.

By that night, I was really happy to have Gia home from Orlando—when I picked her up she was so excited to see me—and I was obviously relieved that my father didn’t have to be admitted to the hospital. Unfortunately, even though we were finally all together, we would be apart again very soon, as I was scheduled to leave the next day for a week in Italy to film for The Real Housewives of New Jersey.

Lights, camera, DRAMA!!!

I was up bright and early the following morning, and guess where I was?

Back at the hospital with my father.

He was still coughing up blood, and now he was having trouble breathing.

They were admitting him. I was in a panic. Over the last few months I had spent so much time in hospitals, I felt like an extra on Grey’s Anatomy.

I called Jim at 7:00 a.m. and told him, “My father is in the hospital, tell them I can’t go to Italy.”

Jim, always a calming force in my life when he’s not busting my chops, said, “Let’s give it a few hours and see how things are then. You can make up your mind a little bit later, when we have more information. How does that sound?”

I agreed.

We got off the phone and, immediately, he called Lucilla D’Agostino, the executive producer of Real Housewives of New Jersey, who was already in Milan with the entire production crew. Jim briefed her on the situation regarding my father.

I can only imagine how that call went.

I also reached out to my brother, Joey, and told him what was happening. He agreed to come join me so that I could leave the hospital if and when my father was stable.

When Joey got there, I said to him, “Unless Daddy is stable, I am not going anywhere.”

He took one look at me and asked, “Teresa, did you get any sleep?”

“I don’t have time to sleep,” I replied—a statement that just about sums up my world right now.

Welcome to my (not so) glamorous life.

I’m about to get very real. More than I ever have before. No holding back. No glossing over. No smiling through the pain. I’m digging deep, opening up, and putting it all out there. I’m spilling my true feelings about what’s gone down in the last couple of years.

It’s my time to speak up.
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KNOCKED DOWN BUT NOT OUT

Let’s get one thing straight. I didn’t go to camp. I went to prison. The big house. The clink. The pokey. Call it what you want, but you get the picture. I know I’ve referred to it as camp in the past, but honestly, it was nothing like that.

It was a living hell.

An absolute nightmare.

So, why did I sugarcoat it?

You want the truth? I couldn’t believe I was in prison. That’s right. I still don’t believe it. I thought that just by saying the word “prison,” it would somehow validate it, make it real. Trust me: it was real. Every second of every minute of every hour of every day of every fucking month I sat in that horrible place, away from my home, away from my family. Maybe I’m superstitious. I know that may sound silly, but camp sounded so much better. So much softer and easier to explain, especially for my little ones, Milania and Audriana. I asked my friends and family to use the same word, too.

Still, despite my time spent at the federal correctional institution in Danbury, Connecticut, I know in my heart that I’m not a criminal. I will never accept that label, because it’s not who I am. It’s simply just not me.

I remember the day that Joe and I were sentenced like it was yesterday. After we got home from court, I went upstairs to my bedroom, shut the door, and cried. I couldn’t digest it. Did that really just happen? I heard my door open and in walked my mother. She saw me crying, so she took my head and gently lowered it to her chest. She said, “Only God can judge you. He knows who you are and what you are.” And, like always, my mom was right.

So I don’t care what people say or what they think. I really don’t. They only know what they read in the tabloids, see on the Internet, or what they watch on TV. What’s that saying? Why let the truth get in the way of a good story? Well, I guess that’s what happened with me. People got so caught up in the drama of it, my rise and fall, my plummet from the top, my harsh new reality, that they ignored the actual facts of what really happened. But I know my own truth, as do those who love and support me. And, most important, God knows.

Before this entire legal nightmare started, Joe and I were on top of the world, or so it seemed to me.

We were living in our gorgeous, ten-thousand-plus-square-foot custom-built home on four acres, complete with waterfalls and fishponds, with our four beautiful daughters, Gia, Gabriella, Milania, and Audriana.

Joe’s construction businesses were successful, and I was staying home to raise the kids.

I was a real New Jersey housewife long before I became one on television. We didn’t have any financial concerns, at least none that I knew of. So, for me, it felt like one day we were riding high and then the next day we got knocked down.

But not knocked out.

Never that.

Despite it all, I am still standing, standing strong.

What choice do I have?

People will screw you. Especially when you’re on top. I’ve definitely learned that the hard way, and so have my husband and children. Practically overnight we became targets, walking bull’s-eyes, and we didn’t even know it. I was so naive and, looking back, Joe was so stupid.

When I first signed up for Real Housewives, I specifically asked Joe, “Is everything good with you and your businesses, you know, financially?” And he said, “Yeah, everything is fine. You want to do the show? Do it.”

So, that’s what made me move forward. I didn’t think anything else of it. I figured, they’re just going to follow me and my friends doing what we normally do. Going shopping, eating out for lunch and dinner, working out, whatever. I never thought it would lead to us getting into any trouble. Because, if I did, or if I knew that my husband was doing something illegal, I never would have signed up in a million years. Or, if he would have told me not to do it, I would have listened.

To this day, he still claims he didn’t know he was doing anything wrong, and I’m not going to lie, that really pisses me off. He says he thought that his accountant was filing our taxes. Really? But Joe didn’t check things! That’s what makes me so upset. You have to be on top of your shit, and he wasn’t. Dot your i’s and cross your t’s. For my part, all I did was sign some paperwork. I went to two closings for two different properties, with lawyers, a mortgage broker, and a real estate broker, and signed in front of them, so I thought it was fine. I had to be the one to sign because Joe was using my credit, since it was so good. He was planning to flip the homes. But that was all I did. I was never involved in his business. Nothing. Hello? What would I know about construction? I would say, “Do I have to sign any tax returns?” Because I was used to signing tax returns every year when I worked. “No,” he’d say. “No, everything is fine. You don’t work anymore.” So, I didn’t think anything further about it. I just listened to whatever he said. I trusted him. He’s my husband. He was taking care of all the bills. I was just a housewife taking care of the house and cooking dinner every night. That was my job. Even though I’d originally planned to go back to work in the fashion industry after I had Gia, I decided it was more important for me to be at home to raise my children. That was what my mom did when Joey and I were growing up. And we loved having her there for us. We ate dinner as a family together every single night. I wanted to replicate that for my own kids.

Most people would have paid a fine, learned their lesson, and never made the same mistake again.

But not me. I think they wanted to make an example of me because I’m famous. Actually, that’s exactly what they did. The thing is, to be taken away from your family, to me that’s just trying to punish someone. And, in the end, the ones who were really punished were my children. I remember one of the US attorneys saying, “Kids are resilient; they’ll be fine with it.” How could he say that? What kids would be fine with both their parents going to prison? They were the ones who suffered for eleven and a half months while I was away and are now suffering all over again with their father gone for forty-one months. No child should have to go through that. It’s not like we killed or even hurt anyone.

I’ll never forget a case that happened in the federal courts up in North Jersey after ours. It received a ton of media attention, certainly more than ours did. The media called it “Bridgegate,” and it involved allegations that various individuals who worked closely with New Jersey governor Chris Christie took steps to shut down a portion of the George Washington Bridge that serves as a major connector between New Jersey and New York. It was all in an effort to punish the mayor of Fort Lee, New Jersey, who had allegedly somehow pissed off the governor.

Anyway, there ends up being a trial, and one of the people who was convicted was a woman named Bridget Kelly, who once worked for the governor. She received a sentence of eighteen months in prison. What bothered me most about this story was the fact that this woman was a single mother of four young children and she was going to prison.

The governor, her former boss, was never charged.

That’s justice?

People say that I didn’t take accountability for what I did. But you know what? I did. In fact, I took the blame for something I didn’t do. And I served my time, quietly. I took my punishment. I went. I kept my mouth shut. I did what I had to do.

My thing is, I’m very strong. You’ve got to just pick yourself up, deal with it, and move on. You’ve got to put your head down and keep going forward. What else are you going to do? Cry about it? I did it for my kids. I kept it all together the best I could. Look, I had my moments—who wouldn’t? But even when I wasn’t there for my children physically, I still had control over what was going on around the house, or I tried to.

Joe didn’t deal with it as well as I did. Shortly before I left, he lost his father, with whom he was very close. We all were. That was an extremely difficult time for him, especially because it happened so unexpectedly. His dad was a healthy man, and then, one day, he dropped dead on the side of our house, near where Joe kept some chickens in a coop. After Joe’s father passed away, he lost me to prison. He never voiced the extent of his pain to me, which I wish he would have, but I know that’s a result of his upbringing. Joe doesn’t talk about things that bother him; he thinks it makes him look weak. He likes to be the strong man. Only he wasn’t that strong. He drowned his sorrows in alcohol from the day we were sentenced to the day he left for prison. All the kids and I saw was his drinking too much, all the time. He was constantly drunk. I guess that was the way he coped. At the time it pissed me off; now it makes me sad. Still, my family didn’t see me drinking, because I wasn’t. I was the one holding it all together.

Someone had to.

When it was Joe’s turn to start his sentence, I knew exactly what his daily life was going to be like. Sadly, he did not. I didn’t feel sorry for him, though, not for one second. I know that might sound cold or harsh, but it’s the truth. I did my time, and now he has to do his. He was the one who got us into all this bullshit in the first place. He can blame me all he wants, which he does, very often. He says that none of it ever would have happened if we weren’t on the show, which is because of me, but I know that’s not true. It was his fault, because he didn’t do things correctly. And now he’s paying for his bad judgment. We’re all paying for it.

Sometimes I wish Joe would man up and say, “I’m sorry, I know I fucked up,” but he doesn’t. And that’s not cool with me.

Despite blaming Joe, the three months between when I got home and when Joe left was a happy time for our family, except for Joe’s constant and obsessive drinking. I was thrilled to be back where I belonged, with my husband and my girls, and they were so excited to have me back. It’s not easy for a mother to be away from her family. I’d always been the one to handle everything for the kids. Joe couldn’t even drive! His license was suspended because of another one of his screwups, and even though I tried my best to stay in control of the goings-on in my house while I was gone, it wasn’t the same as having me there. All kids need their moms, especially girls. Actually, kids need both their parents, but that’s another story.

Joe told me that when I got home it was a load off everyone’s shoulders but that it sucked knowing that time was running out for him and that we were going to have to go through another horrible goodbye all over again. He said he was mesmerized by me for those three months and that my being away made him realize how much he really loved his wife and kids. He told me that even though my parents and his sister-in-law helped him out (a lot!), four kids is exhausting. No shit, honey! I wanted to punch him in his face when he said that. He finally appreciated everything I’d been doing for so long?! Too little too late.

During those three months, Joe also said that he felt like a little puppy following me around. He just wanted to spend as much time with me as possible before his long journey ahead. He didn’t know what prison was going to be like, and the thought of leaving us for so long was unspeakable. I felt like saying, Hello, I know! I did it! But, you know what? I got through it and I know he will as well.

In the final weeks leading up to Joe’s leaving, he was really trying to get stuff in order for the house. He dealt with plumbers, electricians, landscapers—you name it. Four acres requires a lot of upkeep. Before he left, he was also having a lot of lunches with his friends. They all wanted to take him out to eat and drink, which is understandable. I mean, my friends wanted to do that with me, too.

I think he was anxious about going, but he wasn’t expressing it to me, because he’s old-school like that. He doesn’t show emotion. I really feel like he didn’t open up enough to me, which I think he should have. I wanted him to. But that’s sort of the way our relationship is. He doesn’t like to express his feelings about things. And life was so busy with the kids and filming the show. Things just kind of moved along as usual, until the night before Joe was scheduled to leave for prison.

I had hoped that last night would be nice and quiet for our family.

I had hoped that Joe and the girls and I would get to spend some alone time together.

Boy, was I wrong!

The night before Joe left, everyone was at our house. He has such a big family, and there’s no saying no to them. They just show up and stay. I was annoyed, because I wanted alone time with my husband. And I felt like it was unfair that I couldn’t have that. I mean, I’m his wife. He has four daughters. We needed more time with him. He wasn’t going to see us for three years. Three years!

Even though we had those three months together when I came home from prison, it wasn’t enough, especially since I had to start working right away. All I wanted to do was rush into my house for the first time in eleven and a half months, hug and kiss my babies, and then take a very long, very hot shower; get in my pajamas; and climb into my huge bed with a zillion pillows and sleep for a week.

I did pull Joe aside that last night and say, “When I left, we had alone time. You know my family’s not like your family. It’s like they don’t get that we’re not going to be alone together for a really long time. They should give us space. They’re not here with you every day. I’m here with you every day.”

I was upset for the kids, too, but they seemed to be fine with it. They love having people over. They’re used to us always having company at our house. I just thought we deserved more attention from Joe.

At one point, all four of my girls were in the bed with me while the party went on downstairs. One of the producers from Real Housewives, Caroline Self, came in to my house and up to my bedroom to check on me. We weren’t even working that night. I was very touched by her kindness. She didn’t need a Harvard degree (which she has) to sense that something wasn’t right, with everyone downstairs drinking and me and the girls upstairs in my bedroom. Ya think?

Once the girls had gone to sleep, Joe and his family and more than a dozen of his closest friends remained downstairs in my kitchen, drinking Joe’s homemade red wine, laughing, and having what sounded like a good old time, while I stayed upstairs in my bedroom, crying, by myself, knowing that I was going to be saying my own goodbye to him the next day. For what felt like forever.

Finally, Joe came upstairs and we stayed up even later, trying to make the night last as long as we could. We had sex for the last time. But, eventually, exhaustion took over and we couldn’t stay up any longer. I literally cried myself to sleep. Joe passed out next to me; he was drunk, as usual.

The next morning, Joe and I were both up early to get Gia, Gabriella, and Audriana off to school. Milania is very close with Joe, so she begged us to stay home until he left, and we both agreed to let her.

Watching Joe say goodbye to Gia, Gabriella, and Audriana as they left for school with tears in their eyes broke my heart. I couldn’t help but ask myself, How did we get to this point? Is this really my life? Is there a reason why this is happening to us? I couldn’t believe what was going on. I was always such a good girl growing up. I never did anything wrong. And now my family was entangled in this nightmare. At this point, my time in prison seemed like such a distant memory, even though I had been home for only about ninety days. Now my poor girls were going through it all over again. I felt sick for them and for myself.

Joe was scheduled to turn himself in at FCI Fort Dix at 12:00 p.m. sharp on March 23, 2016, so he had to leave our house no later than 9:30 a.m. to make it there on time. At first, I wasn’t even going to go with him, because he didn’t come with me when I went. Just my lawyer, Jim Leonard, took me. I thought that would be easier and less emotional for both Joe and me. Also, it was supposed to be only guys taking Joe—his brother, Pete; his cousin Ralph; his uncle Dimitri; and a few others. But then his sister, Maria, said she was going, so I decided to go, too. I knew it would be hard and awkward saying goodbye with everyone there, but I had no choice. No one would leave us alone! Again, there’s no privacy when it comes to Joe’s family.

Joe’s brother was scheduled to drive, and he arrived shortly after the girls went off to school. Then came Joe’s sister and his uncle and his cousin. Before I knew it, my kitchen was filled once again with our family and friends. They drank three bottles of wine, a bottle of champagne, and a bottle of Johnnie Walker Blue—in the morning, before most people had their breakfast! Joe said he was eating and drinking like he was going to prison, which obviously he was! Duh! I was walking around my house in a daze. I couldn’t believe that he was getting ready to leave in less than an hour and here he was sitting in the kitchen drinking, telling his jokes, and being the life of the party while I was dying on the inside and Milania was sitting on his lap hugging him and quietly crying as she rested her head on his shoulder.
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