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I dedicate this book to every person on their own personal journey.

Gabby’s father, Joseph Petito, addressed those in attendance at her funeral: 

“If there’s a trip you guys wanna take, take it, now. Do it while you got the time. If there’s a relationship that you’re in that might not be the best thing for you, leave it now.”
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Prologue: The Road and the Silence
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The house on Wabasso Avenue sat quiet under the heavy Florida sun, a modest three-bedroom home tucked into the sprawling suburban grid of North Port. It was the kind of street where neighbors waved from driveways and children’s bicycles lay abandoned on manicured lawns. But on the evening of September 11, 2021, that quiet felt different. It felt like a held breath.

In the driveway, a white 2012 Ford Transit Connect van sat motionless. Its sides were streaked with the dust of a thousand miles—from the Great Sand Dunes of Colorado to the red rock canyons of Utah, from the towering cliffs of Zion to the winding roads of Wyoming. 

Inside, the van still held the remnants of a life on the road: a mattress pad, a small stove, a curtain strung across the back window. It was a home on wheels, built with dreams and plywood, and it had just returned from a journey that was supposed to be the adventure of a lifetime.

But the girl who had painted her dreams across every state line was not with it.

Fourteen hundred miles away, on Long Island, New York, a family was falling apart. For days, Nichole Schmidt had been trying to reach her daughter, Gabrielle “Gabby” Petito. The texts had gone unanswered. The calls went straight to voicemail. At first, she told herself it was the mountains, the canyons, the vast stretches of the West where cell service was a luxury. 

Gabby had said as much in her last messages: “No service in Yosemite.” But Yosemite was in California, and Gabby was supposed to be in Wyoming. The inconsistency gnawed at her, a splinter of dread she couldn’t ignore.

The last time Nichole had heard her daughter’s voice was August 25. Gabby had sounded fine, excited even, talking about Grand Teton and Yellowstone. But that was weeks ago. Now, the silence had grown too loud.

At 6:55 p.m. on that Saturday, Nichole made the call she never thought she’d have to make. She dialed the Suffolk County Police Department and reported her twenty-two-year-old daughter missing. Her voice was steady, but her hands were shaking. She told them about the van, about the road trip, about the young man Gabby was traveling with—her fiancé, Brian Laundrie. 

She told them Brian had returned to their home in Florida, but Gabby had not.

When officers from the North Port Police Department arrived at the Laundrie home later that night, they found the white van in the driveway. They knocked on the door, seeking answers, seeking the one person who knew where Gabby Petito had last been seen. The door opened, but the answers did not come.

Instead, they were handed a business card. The family had retained counsel.

Inside the house, Brian Laundrie—the man who had driven that van across the country, the man who was engaged to Gabby, the man who had been with her in her final known days—sat in silence. He had been back in Florida for eleven days. Eleven days during which he had said nothing to Gabby’s family. 

Eleven days during which he had watched them post pleas on social media, watched them grow more desperate with each passing hour, and still, he said nothing.

The silence was deafening.

Outside, the story began to break. A missing girl. A cross-country trip. A fiancé who returned alone and refused to speak. The media descended on North Port, cameras pointed at the small house like accusatory fingers. Neighbors emerged with whispers. The Petito family, heartbroken and bewildered, stood before the public and begged for answers.

“All we want is Gabby to come home,” Gabby’s father, Joe Petito, would soon say, his voice cracking under the weight of a father’s worst nightmare. “Please, help us make that happen.”

But the door on Wabasso Avenue remained closed. The silence from inside was a wall, impenetrable and cold.

That silence would stretch for days, then weeks. It would become a character in the story—a villain in its own right. While Gabby’s family organized search parties, while strangers combed the wilderness of Wyoming for any sign of her, while the nation watched and waited, the Laundrie family remained behind their attorney’s advice, offering nothing but a carefully worded statement that referred to Gabby as “Ms. Petito” and expressed hope that the search would be successful.

It was a hope that seemed hollow, given what they knew—or what they must have suspected.

For Gabby’s family, the silence was a second torment. Every unanswered text, every unreturned call, every moment that ticked by without a single word from the only person who could tell them where their daughter was—it was a slow, methodical breaking of their hearts. 

They did not know yet that Gabby was already gone, that her body lay eight hundred feet from where her van had been parked in the Spread Creek Dispersed Camping Area of Wyoming, that she had been dead for weeks. They did not know that the texts they had received from her phone—“Can you help Stan” and “no service in Yosemite”—had been sent by someone else, a cruel imitation of their daughter’s voice.

All they knew was that the road had ended for Gabby, and the silence had begun.

In the weeks to come, that silence would be broken by the roar of helicopters over the Florida swamps, the frantic chatter of true crime forums, and the anguished cries of a family demanding justice. 
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