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  Unexpected News


My heart sank like a stone as the truth of it all came crashing down on me. Abby and Robbin, pregnant. And not by any choice of their own. 
I took a few stumbling steps backwards until I hit the wall behind me, suddenly feeling like the wind had been knocked clear out of me. My hands curled into fists at my sides and I had to resist the urge to put one of them through the plaster. 
"How did this happen?" I said through gritted teeth, even though I already knew the answer. We'd found Robbin laying naked next to Chuck Warner after he had had his way with her, and Abby had told us about what she'd endured at the hands of that monster. My blood boiled just thinking about it.
Maria put a gentle hand on my shoulder, her eyes filled with sympathy. "I know this is a lot to take in," she said softly. "But right now, these girls need our support. We have to be here for them."
I took a deep breath, trying to calm the storm raging inside me. Maria was right, as usual. Getting angry wasn't going to do anyone any good. I pushed off from the wall and walked over to the beds where Abby and Robbin lay. 
"I'm so sorry this happened to you," I said, taking each of their hands in mine. "But I promise, you have our support, everyone is here to help you through this."
Abby's eyes welled up with tears. "I'm so sorry for all the trouble I've caused in the past and I promise you I'm a changed person. Thank you so much for not turning your back on me." she said, her voice barely above a whisper. "We know it won't be easy, but..."
"You don't need to worry," I said, giving her hand a reassuring squeeze. "We're with you, one hundred percent." 
I meant every word. We'd been through too much, lost too many people. Maybe somehow, against all odds, these babies could represent a new beginning for us all. A little light in the darkness. 
Maria wrapped an arm around my waist, leaning her head on my shoulder. I knew she felt the same way. We would face whatever came next, together. As a family.
I gave Abby and Robbin reassuring hugs, holding them close for a moment before stepping back. They'd been through hell, but they were strong. They'd make it through this. 
I retreated out of the room with the group, my mind reeling. As the door clicked shut behind us, I turned to Claire, the question burning on my tongue.
"How far along are they?" I asked, my voice low and rough. "Do we know when they're due?"
Claire scrunched her lips, her brow furrowing as she considered the question. "We're really not sure," she admitted after a moment. "But as near as we can figure, they're about three, maybe three and a half months along."
Three months. My heart sank at the thought. They'd been dealing with this alone for three whole months. I couldn't even imagine the weight they'd been carrying.
"Okay," I said, nodding slowly. "Okay. We'll figure this out." I ran a hand over my face, feeling the stubble scratch against my palm. "We need to make sure they have everything they need. Vitamins, proper nutrition, medical care if we can find it."
Maria nodded in agreement, her eyes filled with determination. "I'll start making a list," she said. "We can send out a scavenging party, see what we can find."
"Good idea," I said. "We'll need to be careful, though. We don't know what's out there, and we can't risk drawing attention to ourselves."
I turned to Maria, my brow furrowed with concern. "We shouldn't need much, right?" I asked, hoping for some reassurance. "I mean, these girls are young and fairly healthy. Isn't this kinda thing fairly natural?"
Maria gave me a patient smile, the kind she always wore when she was about to explain something to me. "In a perfect world, yes," she said. "But we're not in a perfect world, are we?"
I sighed, running a hand through my hair. She had a point. Nothing about our situation was ideal, and the last thing we needed was complications with the pregnancies.
"You're right," I admitted. "We can't take any chances. We need to make sure they have everything they need, just in case."
Maria nodded, her expression serious. "Exactly. We don't know what kind of medical care we'll be able to find out there, so we need to be prepared for anything."
I felt a weight settle on my shoulders, the responsibility of keeping everyone safe pressing down on me. But I knew I couldn't let it show. I had to be strong, for Abby and Robbin, for my family, for everyone.
"Okay," I said, squaring my shoulders. "Let's get that list started. We'll send out a scavenging party first thing in the morning."
As Maria turned to go, I reached out and caught her hand. "Thank you," I said softly, my eyes meeting hers. "For everything. I don't know what I'd do without you."
She smiled, giving my hand a gentle squeeze. "We're in this together," she said. "Always."
I watched her go, feeling a swell of emotion in my chest. I knew we had a long road ahead of us, but with Maria by my side, I felt like we could face anything.
I took a deep breath, steeling myself for what was to come. We had work to do, and I was determined to see it through. For Abby, for Robbin, for the babies they carried. For all of us.
The others murmured their agreement, the gravity of the situation settling over us like a heavy blanket. We had a long road ahead of us, but we'd face it together. For Abby, for Robbin, and for the little ones they carried.

      [image: ]The next morning I awoke to find the sun already coming through the windows of the bedroom. Golden rays spilled across the hardwood floor, slowly creeping their way up the bed. I blinked against the brightness, my eyes adjusting to the light.
I looked over at Maria and admired her body as she slept soundly beside me. The soft rise and fall of her chest, the way her hair fanned out across the pillow. Even in sleep, she was beautiful. I resisted the urge to reach out and touch her, not wanting to disturb her rest.
Carefully, I eased myself out of bed, the floorboards creaking slightly beneath my feet. I winced at the noise, glancing back at Maria to make sure I hadn't woken her. She stirred slightly, her brow furrowing, but didn't open her eyes.
I padded out of the room, closing the door softly behind me. The house was quiet, the only sound the distant chirping of birds outside. I made my way down the hallway, the cool morning air raising goosebumps on my bare arms.
I decided I needed to begin the day and went to the kitchen to get some coffee. The pot was already half-full, the rich aroma filling the air. I grabbed a mug from the cabinet, the ceramic warm against my palm.
As I poured myself a cup, I heard a soft shuffling behind me. I turned to see Jojo standing in the doorway, his hair sticking up at odd angles. He yawned, rubbing at his eyes with the back of his hand.
"Mornin', Pops," he mumbled, his voice thick with sleep.
"Morning, kiddo," I said, raising my mug in greeting. "Coffee?"
Jojo shook his head, wrinkling his nose. "Nah, I'm good."
I chuckled, taking a sip of my own coffee. The hot liquid burned my tongue, but I welcomed the sensation. It helped to chase away the lingering tendrils of sleep.
"Rough night?" I asked, leaning back against the counter grinning.
"Well, let's just say I didn't get a whole lot of sleep last night," Jojo said with a mischievous glint in his eye.
I smiled knowingly. "Ahh yes, first night back and I assume you spent it with Claire?"
Jojo's grin widened. "Yeah Pops, but more than that." 
Jojo shrugged, slouching into one of the kitchen chairs. "Couldn't sleep," he admitted, picking at a loose thread on his shirt. "Kept thinking about Abby and Robbin."
I sighed, setting my mug down on the counter. "Yeah, me too," I said softly. "But we'll figure it out. We always do."
Jojo looked up at me, his eyes filled with worry. "What if we can't find what they need?" he asked, his voice small. "What if something happens to them?"
I crossed the room, crouching down in front of him. I placed a hand on his knee, giving it a gentle squeeze. "Hey," I said, my voice firm. "We're not gonna let that happen. We'll do whatever it takes to keep them safe. To keep all of us safe."
Jojo nodded, his jaw clenching with determination. "Yeah," he said, his voice stronger now. "Yeah, you're right."
I stood up, ruffling his hair with my hand. "Course I am," I said, grinning. "I'm your dad. I'm always right."
Jojo rolled his eyes, but I could see the hint of a smile tugging at the corner of his mouth. "Whatever you say, Pops."
I took another sip of my coffee, the bitter liquid helping to clear my head. "Speaking of that, Maria worked late last night on a list of things that might be helpful through these pregnancies. We need to get out there and see if we can find whatever we can. I mean some serious scrounging."
Jojo looked up at me, his brow furrowed. "Dad, there ain't much left out there."
I nodded, setting my mug down on the counter with a sigh. "I know, but let's get whatever we can and improvise the rest. Maybe you and Jake and Sam can make a run, scrounging whatever you can find."
Jojo leaned back in his chair, crossing his arms over his chest. "Alright, Pops. We'll give it a shot. But I'm telling you, pickings are slim."
I clapped him on the shoulder, giving him a reassuring squeeze. "I have faith in you boys. You're resourceful. You'll find something. Just keep your mind open to possibilities. Remember everything out there can be repurposed for something, if you just keep your mind open to it"
Jojo pushed himself to his feet, the chair scraping against the linoleum floor. "I'll go wake up Jake and Sam. We'll head out as soon as we're ready."
I nodded, watching as he disappeared down the hallway. I picked up my mug again, draining the last of my coffee in one long gulp. The bitter dregs coated my tongue, but I barely noticed.
My mind was already racing, trying to think of all the things we might need. Diapers, formula, baby clothes. The list seemed endless. And with two babies on the way, we'd need double of everything.
I set my mug in the sink, the ceramic clattering against the stainless steel. I braced my hands on the edge of the counter, my head hanging low. The weight of responsibility settled heavily on my shoulders, threatening to crush me.
But I couldn't let it. I had to stay strong, for my family. For Abby and Robbin and their unborn children. They were counting on me to keep them safe, to provide for them.
And I would. No matter what it took, no matter how far I had to go or what I had to do. I would make sure they had everything they needed.
Even if it killed me.
I stood in the kitchen pondering all the things that needed to be done to keep everyone safe, everyone fed. It was a monstrous task. I had way too much on my plate and now to deal with two pregnancies.
I rubbed a hand over my face, feeling the rough stubble beneath my fingers. I hadn't shaved in days, too busy trying to keep everything together. Too busy trying to be strong for everyone else.
But the truth was, I was tired. Bone-deep exhausted. And scared, though I'd never admit it out loud. Scared that I wouldn't be able to provide for my family, that I wouldn't be able to keep them safe.
I thought of Abby and Robbin, their bellies just beginning to swell with new life. They were counting on me to make sure they had everything they needed, to make sure their babies were born healthy and strong.
But what if I couldn't? What if I failed them?
I shook my head, trying to dispel the dark thoughts. I couldn't afford to think like that. I had to stay focused, stay positive. For them, for all of us.
I heard footsteps behind me and turned to see Maria standing in the doorway. She was wearing one of my old t-shirts, the fabric hanging loosely on her small frame. Her hair was tousled from sleep, her eyes still heavy-lidded.
"Morning," she said softly, stepping into the kitchen. She wrapped her arms around me from behind, resting her chin on my shoulder.
I leaned back into her embrace, closing my eyes for a moment. Her touch was comforting, grounding. It reminded me that I wasn't alone in this, that I had her by my side.
"Morning," I replied, my voice rough. I cleared my throat, turning in her arms to face her. "Sleep well?"
She nodded, a small smile playing at the corners of her mouth. "Like a baby," she said, then winced. "Poor choice of words, I guess."
I chuckled, pressing a kiss to her forehead. "It's okay," I said, brushing a strand of hair out of her face. "We'll figure it out. Together."
She looked up at me, her brown eyes searching mine. "I know we will," she said, her voice filled with conviction. "We're a team, Joe. We'll get through this, no matter what."
I nodded, swallowing past the lump in my throat. "I know," I said, my voice barely above a whisper. "I know."
I turned to see Paulette standing in the doorway, her face etched with worry. "Joe, we need to talk," she said, her voice strained.
I felt a knot form in my stomach. Paulette and I hadn't spoken much since she'd arrived, both of us too caught up in the chaos of the crisis to address the lingering tension between us.
"What is it?" I asked, trying to keep my voice steady.
Paulette took a deep breath, her hands twisting together in front of her. "It's about our daughter," she said, her eyes filling with tears.
My heart skipped a beat. "Taylor? What about her?"
Paulette's words hit me like a punch to the gut. "She told me Taylor had told her that Jake was worried about his brother Dave and she and Jake wanted to try to find him."
I shook my head vehemently, my voice rising in disbelief. "What? No way. That's crazy, it's too dangerous."
Paulette's eyes were pleading. "Joe, I know it's risky, but put yourself in their shoes. When Jojo was out there, didn't you do everything to find him?"
I ran a hand through my hair, frustration building in my chest. "That's different. Jojo's my son, and he's got military training. He can handle himself out there."
"And Dave is Jake's brother," Paulette countered, her voice firm. "Family is family, Joe. You of all people should understand that."
I clenched my jaw, knowing she was right but hating to admit it. The thought of Taylor and Jake out there, alone and unprotected, made my stomach churn.
"It's too dangerous," I repeated, but even I could hear the weakness in my argument.
Paulette stepped closer, placing a hand on my arm. "Joe, they're going to go with or without your blessing. Wouldn't you rather they have your support and guidance?"
I sighed heavily, the weight of the decision pressing down on me. I knew Paulette was right. If Taylor and Jake were determined to find Dave, there was little I could do to stop them.
But that didn't mean I had to like it.
"Fine," I said, my voice tight. "But Taylor's not going. I'll go with Jake, and maybe I can get Miguel to go along with us for more support."
Paulette's eyes widened in surprise. "Joe, are you sure? What about the rest of the family?"
"Jojo and Sam can hold down the fort here," I said, my mind already racing with plans and contingencies. "And you and Maria will keep an eye on Abby and Robbin."
I met Paulette's gaze, my expression grim. "I lost my family once before," I said, my voice low. "I'll be damned if I let it happen again."
Paulette nodded, understanding in her eyes. "Okay," she said softly. "I'll let them know. I'll tell Taylor and Jake to come see you"
I watched as she turned to leave, my heart heavy in my chest. I knew the risks, knew the dangers that lay ahead.
But I also knew that I would do anything, face any threat, to keep my family safe.
Even if it meant walking straight into the heart of darkness itself.






  
  Morning Revelations


Istood and took a deep, calming breath as Paulette left the kitchen. My mind was reeling with the news she'd just delivered. Taylor and Jake wanting to go out there, into the heart of the danger, to find Dave... it was a lot to process. 
Maria placed a hand on my shoulder, her touch gentle but firm. "Stay calm, Joe," she said softly. "Steady yourself. You can't make any rash decisions right now."
I nodded, trying to focus on the feeling of her hand on my shoulder, the warmth of her presence beside me. She was right. I needed to keep a level head, to think things through before I acted.
The sound of footsteps drew my attention, and I looked up to see Sam entering the kitchen, his hair still tousled from sleep. He grabbed a mug from the cupboard and poured himself a cup of coffee, the rich aroma filling the air.
"Good morning, sir," he said, his voice still rough with sleep. "Sleep well?"
I let out a humorless chuckle. "Not exactly," I said, running a hand over my face. "Just got some news from Paulette. Taylor and Jake want to go out there, try to find Jake's brother Dave."
Sam's eyebrows shot up in surprise. "Dave? Jake's brother?"
I nodded. "Yeah. They're worried about him, want to make sure he's okay."
Sam took a sip of his coffee, his expression thoughtful. "Can't say I blame them," he said after a moment. "If it were my brother out there, I'd want to do the same thing."
I sighed, leaning back against the counter. "I know. But it's too dangerous. They're just kids, they don't know what they're getting into."
Maria squeezed my shoulder gently. "They're not kids anymore, Joe," she said softly. "They're young adults, and they've been through a lot. They're stronger than you give them credit for."
I shook my head, feeling torn. On one hand, I understood their desire to find Dave, to make sure he was safe. But on the other hand, the thought of them out there, facing who knows what kind of dangers... it made my stomach churn.
"I don't know what to do," I admitted, my voice barely above a whisper. "I can't let them go out there alone. But I can't just sit here and do nothing, either."
Sam set his mug down on the counter, his expression serious. "Then don't," he said simply. "Go with them. You and me, we can keep them safe. We've got the skills, the experience. We can make sure they come back in one piece."
I looked at him, surprised by the offer. "You'd do that? Go out there with us?"
Sam shrugged, a small smile tugging at the corner of his mouth. "Of course," he said, as if it were the most natural thing in the world. "We're family, right? Family looks out for each other."
I felt a lump form in my throat, touched by his words. He was right. We were family, all of us. And family stuck together, no matter what.
"Okay," I said, my voice rough with emotion. "Okay. Let's do it. Let's bring Dave home."
I turned to Maria, my eyes searching hers. "We're not taking Taylor with us. She needs to stay and take care of Parker. I was thinking of bringing Miguel along, but Sam may be the better choice, given his military training."
Maria nodded, her expression thoughtful. "Sam's a good choice. He's got the skills and the experience to handle whatever you might encounter out there."
I ran a hand through my hair, feeling the weight of the decision settling on my shoulders. "I have no idea what we'll be up against on this little trek," I admitted. "It could be anything. Looters, raiders, who knows what else."
Sam stepped forward, his jaw set with determination. "Whatever it is, we'll handle it," he said firmly. "We've faced worse before and come out the other side. This won't be any different."
I nodded, grateful for his confidence. "You're right. We'll take it one step at a time, deal with whatever comes our way."
Maria reached out and took my hand, her fingers intertwining with mine. "Just be careful out there," she said softly, her eyes shining with concern. "Come back to us in one piece."
I squeezed her hand, trying to convey all the love and reassurance I could in that simple gesture. "I will," I promised. "I'll do whatever it takes to bring Dave home and keep our family safe."
Sam clapped me on the shoulder, a grin spreading across his face. "Alright then, let's get packing. The sooner we head out, the sooner we can get back."
I nodded, feeling a sense of purpose settling over me. "Agreed. Let's grab some supplies and hit the road. We've got a long journey ahead of us."
I watched as Jojo, Jake, Taylor holding Parker, Paulette and Miguel filed into the kitchen. The room suddenly felt crowded, the air thick with tension and unspoken worries.
I walked over to Jake, meeting his gaze. "I heard you're concerned about your brother Dave."
Jake nodded, his brow furrowed. "Yeah, Joe, I am."
I thought for a moment, trying to place the name. "Isn't that the same Dave I went fishing with a few years back on the lake? The prison guard?"
"Yep, that's the one," Jake confirmed.
I rubbed my chin, remembering that fishing trip. Dave had been a good guy, easy to talk to and with a wicked sense of humor. We'd spent hours out on the lake, swapping stories and having a great time on the lake, even though we really didn't catch much.
"I remember him," I said, my voice gruff. "He was a solid guy. Knew his way around a fishing rod."
"I remember we spent quite a while at the Hideaway that day, sucking down whiskey sours," I said, chuckling at the memory. 
I chuckled at the memory of that day at the Hideaway. "I remember that hot waitress was coming on to me."
Taylor rolled her eyes. "Dad, Dave said she was about 75 years old."
I waved my hand dismissively. "Not true, she wasn't a day over 65, I swear."
Jake laughed, shaking his head. "I remember Dave telling me about that. Said you were so convinced she was into you, you bought her a drink and everything."
I grinned, unashamed. "What can I say? I've got skills, even at my age."
Paulette scoffed, her arms crossed over her chest. "Please, Joe. You wouldn't know flirting if it bit you on the ass."
I raised an eyebrow at her. "Oh, and you would? When's the last time you even went on a date, Paulette?"
She glared at me, her jaw clenched. "That's none of your business, Joe."
I held up my hands in surrender. "Alright, alright. Let's not get into all that right now."
I turned back to Jake, my expression growing serious. "Listen, Jake. I know you're worried about your brother. And I get it, I really do. But going out there, trying to find him... it's too dangerous."
Jake's face hardened, his eyes flashing with determination. "I don't care about the danger, Joe. He's my brother. I can't just sit here and do nothing while he's out there, maybe in trouble."
I sighed, running a hand over my face. "I know, Jake. But you've got to think about your family, too. You've got Taylor and Parker to consider."
Taylor stepped forward, her hand resting on Jake's arm. "Dad's right, Jake. We can't just go rushing off without a plan. We need to think this through."
Jake looked at her, his expression softening. "I know, Tay. But I can't just abandon him. He's always been there for me, always had my back. I owe it to him to at least try."
I looked around at the faces of my family, seeing the worry and fear etched into their expressions. I knew I couldn't stop Jake from going after his brother. But I could make damn sure he didn't go alone.
"Alright," I said, my voice firm. "If you're going, then I'm going with you. Sam too. We'll watch your back, make sure you come home safe."
Jake looked at me, surprise and gratitude mingling on his face. "You'd do that? For me?"
I clapped him on the shoulder, meeting his gaze. "Of course I would. You're family, Jake. And family looks out for each other, no matter what."
Jake managed a small smile at that, but it quickly faded. "I'm worried about him, Joe. With everything that's going on out there..." He trailed off, his eyes flickering to the window, to the world beyond.
I understood his fear all too well. The thought of someone you cared about being out there, alone and unprotected... it was enough to make even the strongest man's blood run cold.
"We'll find him, Jake," I said, my voice firm with conviction. "We'll bring him home."
Jake looked at me, a glimmer of hope in his eyes. "You really think so?"
I clapped him on the shoulder, "I know so. We don't leave our own behind."
Jake nodded, his jaw set with determination. "Damn right we don't."
I looked around the room, at the faces of my family. Each one of them was a fighter, a survivor. We'd been through hell together, and we'd come out the other side. We could do this. We had to.
"Alright, listen up," I said, my voice ringing out in the quiet kitchen. "We're going to find Dave and bring him back. But we need to be smart about this. We need a plan."

      [image: ]I turned to Miguel and Jojo, my expression serious. "I need you two to stay behind and hold down the fort while we're gone."
Miguel nodded, his jaw set. "You got it, Joe. We'll make sure everything's running smoothly."
Jojo looked like he wanted to argue, but he held his tongue. I could see the frustration in his eyes, the desire to be out there. But I needed him here, needed his level head and his military expertise.
"Make sure all the committees are on track," I said, my gaze flickering between them. "We need everyone working together, now more than ever."
Miguel crossed his arms over his chest. "We'll keep 'em in line, Joe. You just focus on finding Dave."
I managed a tight smile at that. "I'll do my best."
I hesitated for a moment, then added, "If you can, try to do some hunting while we're gone. We need to stretch our supplies as far as we can."
Jojo's brow furrowed. "You sure that's a good idea? With everything that's going on out there..."
I met his gaze, my expression grim. "We don't have much choice, Jojo. We've got a lot of mouths to feed, and our supplies won't last forever."
Miguel nodded, his expression thoughtful. "We'll be careful, Joe. We won't take any unnecessary risks."
I clapped him on the shoulder, grateful for his support. "I know you won't. I trust you both to keep things running smoothly while we're gone."
I glanced over at Jake and said, "Ok, let's get planning. Where is your brother? I know he was a prison guard over in St. Augustine somewhere, but where should we start to look for him? At his house?"
Jake looked down, his brow furrowed, and hesitated. The silence stretched between us, heavy with unspoken words.
"What's wrong, Jake?" I asked, my voice tinged with concern.
He looked up, meeting my gaze with a troubled expression. "He got a new job, a promotion about a year and a half ago."
I leaned back, my mind racing. A promotion could mean anything, could take him anywhere. "What kind of promotion?"
Jake's shoulders slumped as he let out a heavy sigh. "He transferred to a different prison, Joe."
I nodded, my mind already racing ahead. "Okay, what prison? Where is it?" I paused, studying his face. "I take it by the look on your face it's farther away?"
Jake looked at me. "He was transferred to Raiford."
My eyes widened in disbelief. "What, Raiford? Are you shittin' me?"
Jake shook his head, his expression grim. "I wish I was, Joe. But that's where he is."
I leaned back in my chair, running a hand over my face. Raiford. Of all the places Dave could've ended up, it had to be Raiford.
Paulette piped up, her voice cutting through the heavy silence. "What's the deal with Raiford?"
I glanced over at her, my expression grim. "Raiford is a maximum security prison."
She raised an eyebrow, looking unimpressed. "So what?"
I shook my head, trying to find the words to explain. "It's not just any prison, Paulette. It's the oldest and largest state prison in Florida. They house the worst of the worst there - murderers, rapists, you name it."
Jake nodded, his face pale. "It's not a place you want to be, even if you're a guard."
I drummed my fingers on the table, my mind racing. "And with everything that's happened, who knows what state the prison is in now? For all we know, the inmates could be running the asylum."
Paulette leaned forward, her eyes narrowed. "So what are you saying, Joe? That we just leave Dave there to fend for himself?"
I met her gaze, my jaw clenched. "No, that's not what I'm saying at all. But we need to be smart about this. We can't just go charging in there without a plan."
"My God, this is the place they sent Danny Rolling," I said, shaking my head. "Anybody remember that guy?"
Paulette looked at me blankly. "No, can't say that I do."
I leaned forward, my elbows resting on my knees. "The Gainesville Ripper, the guy who raped and killed college coeds at the University of Florida. He used bleach on their bodies to cover his tracks. A real sicko."
Jake's face twisted in disgust. "I remember hearing about that. It was all over the news back then."
I nodded, my mind drifting back to those dark days. "And then there was Aileen Wuornos, the woman who killed all those men. Charlize Theron played her in the movie."
Paulette's eyes widened in recognition. "Oh yeah, I remember that movie. 'Monster,' right?"
I nodded. "That's the one. And those are just two of the many twisted individuals who've called Raiford home over the years."
"Ahhh, how about Ted Bundy. Does that name ring a bell to anyone?" I asked, looking around at the faces of my family.
Paulette nodded, her expression grim. "Yeah, even I'm familiar with that one."
I leaned back in my chair, my mind drifting to the notorious serial killer. "Yeah, he was executed there as well. This is not a place to take lightly, folks."
The room fell silent, the weight of my words hanging in the air. I could see the fear in their eyes, the realization of just how dangerous this mission could be.
"So what's the plan, Joe?" Jake asked, breaking the silence. "How are we going to get Dave out of there?"
I rubbed my chin, my mind racing with possibilities. "We need to gather as much intel as we can before we make a move. We need to know what we're walking into."
I leaned forward, my elbows resting on my knees as I looked at Jake intently. "Jake, maybe he wasn't even at the prison when all this went down. Do you know where he lived? I suggest we look for him at his house first and then go from there."
Jake looked down again, his shoulders slumping. "He didn't get a place. They have places by the prison for the guards to stay near the grounds there."
I sat back, my mind racing. This complicated things. If Dave was staying near the prison, it meant we'd have to go directly into the lion's den to find him.
"Damn," I muttered, rubbing my hand over my face. "That makes things a bit trickier."
I looked around the room, my gaze settling on each member of my family in turn. "From what I remember of your brother Jake, if he's anywhere close, he'll run into the lions den to help out."
Jake nodded, a small smile tugging at the corners of his mouth. "That sounds like Dave alright. He's always been the type to run towards danger instead of away from it."
I sighed, running a hand through my hair. "Ok guys, the only way we're gonna know what the situation is, is to get eyes on."
Paulette leaned forward, her brow furrowed. "What do you mean, Joe?"
I met her gaze, my expression serious. "We're gonna have to go there and see what the situation is. The good news is Raiford is about the same distance as St. Augustine. The bad news is, it's Raiford."
The room fell silent, the weight of my words hanging in the air. I could see the fear in their eyes, the realization of just how dangerous this mission could be.
"I know it's not ideal," I said, my voice steady. "But we don't have a choice. If Dave is there, we need to get him out."
Jake nodded, his jaw set. "I'm with you, Joe. Whatever it takes."
I stood up, my mind made up. "Ok, let's get set to move. Let's take the van. Grab a couple of siphoning hoses and let's make sure we're geared up for war on this one guys."
Sam looked at me, his expression stern. "Yes sir. Consider it done." He turned to Jojo and Miguel. "Help me load up the van, will you?"
The two men nodded, already moving towards the door. I watched them go, a sense of pride swelling in my chest. These were good men, loyal men. Men I could count on when the chips were down.
I watched as Sam, Jojo, and Miguel headed out the door, their faces set with determination. I knew they would make sure we were prepared for whatever lay ahead.
I turned to Jake, my expression serious. "Listen to me, Jake. We're gonna do everything we can to bring Dave back here safe and sound. But I need you to prepare yourself for the fact that we may not find him, he may..."
Jake interrupted, his voice cracking with emotion. "I know Joe, he may not even be alive, but I need to try. I owe him that. He's my blood."
I grabbed Jake's hand firmly, looking him square in the eye. "I get that Jake, and we're gonna do everything we can to bring him back here in one piece."
Jake nodded, his eyes glistening with unshed tears. I could see the determination in his face, the unwavering loyalty to his brother. It was a feeling I knew all too well.
I clapped Jake on the shoulder, a small smile tugging at the corners of my mouth. "Alright Jake, let's move out. Let's go get Dave. I'm ready for my fishing partner to get here."
Jake nodded, his eyes shining with gratitude. "Thanks, Joe. I don't know what I'd do without you."
I shook my head, waving off his thanks. "We're family, Jake. This is what we do for each other."
We headed outside, the bright Florida sun beating down on us. Sam, Jojo, and Miguel were already by the van, loading up the last of the supplies.
I walked over to them, my boots crunching on the gravel. "Everything set?"
Sam nodded, slamming the back doors of the van shut. "We're good to go, Joe. Got enough gear to take on a small army."
I chuckled, shaking my head. "Let's hope it doesn't come to that."
I turned to Jojo and Miguel, my expression serious. "You two hold down the fort while we're gone. Keep everyone safe."
Jojo nodded, his jaw set. "You got it, Pops. We won't let you down."
Miguel stepped forward, his hand outstretched. "Good luck out there, Joe. Bring Dave back safe."
I grasped his hand, giving it a firm shake. "That's the plan, Miguel. That's the plan."
I turned to Jake, nodding towards the van. "Let's hit the road."
We climbed into the van, Sam taking the wheel. I settled into the passenger seat, my mind already racing with possibilities.
As we pulled out of the compound, I glanced over at Jake. He was staring out the window, his face a mask of worry.
"Hey," I said softly, drawing his attention. "We're gonna find him, Jake. I promise you that."
He nodded, his eyes meeting mine. "I know, Joe. I just... I can't help but worry, you know?"
I reached over, squeezing his shoulder. "I get it, Jake. But we're gonna do everything we can to bring him back. You have my word on that."
He managed a small smile, his shoulders relaxing slightly. "Thanks, Joe. I have faith."
I leaned back in my seat, my gaze fixed on the road ahead. "Let's just focus on getting to Raiford. We'll figure out the rest when we get there."
As the miles ticked by, I found myself lost in thought. I knew the odds were stacked against us, knew that Raiford was a dangerous place even before the world went to hell. But I also knew that I couldn't leave a man behind, especially not one of our own.
I glanced over at Jake again, seeing the determination in his eyes. He was ready to do whatever it took to bring his brother back, and I knew I would be right there beside him every step of the way.
"Hang on, Dave," I muttered under my breath. "We're coming for you."






  
  Taking Stock


Jojo stepped into his bedroom, the floorboards creaking under his combat boots. Claire stood by the bed, shimmying into a pair of faded jeans. Her blonde hair was still damp from the shower, curling around her face. 
"Hey," she said, glancing over as she buttoned her fly. "What's up?"
Jojo leaned against the doorframe, his brow furrowed. "Jake's real worried about his brother Dave. He was working up at the prison in Raiford when everything went to hell."
Claire tugged a faded t-shirt over her head. "Raiford? That's the maximum security joint, right?" 
"Yeah." Jojo crossed his arms, his biceps straining against his sleeves. "Dad and Jake are planning to head up there, see if they can find him. Sam's going with them."
"Shit." Claire sat on the edge of the bed, pulling on her socks. "That's a long drive. And who knows what they'll find when they get there."
Jojo nodded, his jaw tight. "I know. But Jake's not gonna rest until he knows his brother's okay. And Dad... well, you know how he is. Always gotta be the hero."
Claire stood, crossing the room to stand in front of him. She rested her hands on his chest, looking up at him with those clear blue eyes. "They'll be alright, Jojo. Your dad's tough as nails, and Sam and Jake can handle themselves."
Jojo sighed, pulling her close. He buried his face in her hair, breathing in the scent of her shampoo. "I just hate not being there with them. Feels wrong, letting them go off without me."
Claire pulled back, cupping his face in her hands. "Hey. They need you here, to hold down the fort. And besides," she grinned, "someone's gotta keep an eye on me and Maria. Make sure we don't get into too much trouble."
Jojo chuckled despite himself. "Yeah, you two are a handful, that's for sure."
Jojo pulled away from Claire's embrace, his hands resting on her hips. "Look, I'm getting together with Miguel. We're going to check on all our committees. Food, water, shelter. We need to find out what their plans are, how they're doing and what they need, if anything." He tucked a strand of her hair behind her ear. "Then we're gonna try to go out and scavenge for supplies. What are your plans, sweetie?"
Claire bit her lip, considering. "I was thinking of helping Maria with the garden. We need to get those seeds in the ground if we want any hope of a harvest." She glanced out the window, where the sun was shining through brightly. "And I want to check on Abby and Robbin, see if they need anything."
Jojo nodded, his thumb rubbing circles on her hip. "Sounds good. Just... be careful, alright? 
Claire smiled, leaning up to press a kiss to his jaw. "I will. You be careful too, okay? No playing hero out there."
Jojo grinned, his hand sliding around to squeeze her ass. "No promises."
Claire swatted his chest, laughing. "Jojo! I'm serious."
He held up his hands in surrender, stepping back. "Alright, alright. I'll be careful. Promise." He grabbed his rifle from where it leaned against the wall, slinging it over his shoulder. "I better get going. Miguel's probably waiting for me."
Claire followed him out of the bedroom, down the creaky stairs. The house was quiet.
Jojo and Claire reached the kitchen to find Maria leaning on the counter, her head down. Her shoulders were slumped, and she seemed lost in thought.
"You okay, Maria?" Jojo asked, concern etched on his face.
Maria looked up, her brown eyes meeting his. She sighed, running a hand through her ponytail. "Yeah, I'm fine. Just worried about your dad and the guys, you know? It's always something." She shook her head, her lips pressed together. "I'd just love some peace and quiet for a change."
Jojo nodded, understanding her frustration. It seemed like every time they turned around, there was a new crisis to deal with. Whether it was scavenging for supplies, dealing with rival groups, or just trying to keep everyone fed and healthy, there was always something demanding their attention.
"I hear you," he said, leaning against the counter beside her. "It's been non-stop since this whole thing started. But we're doing the best we can, right?"
Maria gave him a small smile. "Yeah, we are. And I'm grateful for everyone here. I just... I wish things were different, you know?"
Jojo reached out, squeezing her shoulder. "Me too. But we'll get through this, Maria. We always do."
She nodded, straightening up. "You're right. And speaking of getting through things, I better get out to that garden. Those seeds won't plant themselves."
Claire stepped forward, her hand brushing Jojo's arm. "I'll come with you. Many hands make light work, right?"
Maria grinned, her mood lifting. "Absolutely. Let's get to it."
Jojo watched as the two women headed out the back door, their voices fading as they made their way to the garden. He knew how much the garden meant to Maria, how it gave her a sense of purpose and control in a world that often felt chaotic and unpredictable.
He grabbed a protein bar from the pantry, unwrapping it as he walked out the front door. Miguel was waiting for him by the gate, his rifle slung over his shoulder.
"Ready to go?" Miguel asked, his eyes scanning the surrounding area.
Jojo nodded, taking a bite of the bar. "Let's do this."
Jojo and Miguel headed towards the warehouse, their boots crunching on the gravel path. The sun beat down on their backs, making sweat bead on their brows.
"So, you and Claire, huh?" Miguel asked, glancing over at Jojo. "How's that going?"
Jojo couldn't help the smile that tugged at his lips. "Man, it's crazy," he said, shaking his head. "I never expected to fall for someone so hard, you know? Especially not in the middle of all this." He gestured around them, at the makeshift community they'd built.
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