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A gray, overcast climate had fallen over the little town known as Cople. The record blizzard from the week prior had blanketed the countryside community in a five-foot bank of snow. Six days had gone by and a persistent yet minor dusting had kept the businesses partially shutdown. While the youth celebrated having the week off from school, the adults grumbled over the responsibility of managing their constantly occupied households. The couples also sweated over the additional hindrance of rescheduling their Valentine’s Day plans and although that day had come, everyone but Daniel and Winter was jittery about their last-minute changes pulling through. They had more pressing matters to deal with, especially on the eve of the arrival of their eight children. On the northern border of the urban area, the future father was exhaustively peddling his bicycle for the last time. His labored breaths frequently condensated as he climbed the snow-covered incline. At the top of the hill was a residence and inside of it was every person that genuinely meant something to him. He had always been one to go at it alone and unexpectedly, his earnest effort to provide had brought out the best in those around him.

“What the hell are ya doing, Dan?! I told you that was enough antifreeze for years! ...Here, let me help, you crazy nut,” Will shouted, the orange-striped cat awkwardly shuffling downhill. His best mate did what an individual with that designation should do, which was to set the overwhelmed Daniel straight. Between shifts at both jobs, they had worked on getting the microbus in working order. They had finished yesterday and despite filling up the coolant being the last thing they had done, the overthinking white tiger wasn’t satisfied with the “mostly full” jug O'Callaghan had put in. “Dan” envisioned a nightmare scenario where the antifreeze would have run dry and would inadvertently result in a disastrous crash with his children in it. Naturally, he did what any “reasonable” parent would do and biked a mile in the aforesaid conditions to retrieve the direly-needed product. The oil-stained feline reached his friend and took the bike from him, slowly walking up the path to the dwelling with the worn-out creature. “...Winter and Heather are here.”

Daniel exhaled, feeling as though coming back empty-handed was somehow familiar. “...How did you cover me?”

“I told her you were getting a last-second ‘addition’ to her Valentine’s gift. ...Thanks for that land mine. I had to hear the whole thing about you and her not getting gifts for each other this year. ...At this point, with the nursery, the van, and her unwarranted verbal abuse, I think naming one of your kids after me isn’t a ridiculous request.” O'Callaghan broached, coughing from inhaling the icy wind.

“...W-Will is a pretty b-boring name. The most I can do is pay f-for your lunch tomorrow.” Daniel frigidly bantered.

“You’ll pay for my lunch for all of next week?! Hot damn, Dan! I can’t pass up that deal.”

“...Y-You’re the best friend I ever had.”

“I’m the only friend you have. At least the only one who was dumb enough to stay in this one-stop town with ya.”

They jested back and forth, both of them sensing their time together was close to rapidly shrinking. Will was many steps ahead of the game, in that he has an eight-year-old son himself. Seeing as Daniel didn’t need the cycle anymore, he was gifting it to the kid. The two-wheeled vehicle had afforded him the ability to prove his modest commitment and whilst it had saved him on transportation costs, the time had to come to pass on his fortune to the next. The childhood pals trudged to the detached garage, taking in the three-port building with a collective sigh. The left and center doors were up, the latter showing the pristine Volkswagen Type 2 and the former exhibiting a not-so-friendly conversation. The overly pregnant Heather Clark was talking to a seated, stonefaced Mozella O'Callaghan.

“Just tell me that you’ll actually think about it, Mr. O'Callaghan. You’re sitting on prime real estate and I hate to see you lose out on easy money.” Clark implored, tugging on her tight lavender blazer. The real estate agent had parked her absurdly oversized Hummer on the outside of the premises, sitting idle with a steaming Winter in the widened backseat. Daniel pretended not to see her through the tinted windows, absorbing himself into the verbal spat that would be hormonally thrown in his direction. Heather had been showing his wife “the ropes” of the business and it happened to coincide with the busy day they had ahead. For the time being, he had to drive the entire O'Callaghan clan and her to a variety of stops. None of that could happen if he didn’t diffuse both of the gravid females.

“You won’t be getting this commission, Heather. Remember, I went to school with your parents. I know the ol’ Clark bullshit charm better than you ever will. ...So, save it.” Mozella sternly breathed, scratching his half-grey jaw. The patriarch was only forty-five years old but a lifetime of stress and high blood pressure lead to a premature heart attack. He wasn’t overweight, however, juggling four professions around the clock had brought it on. Daniel already saw the cautionary tale and often sought his wisdom, pondering how he could avoid fate with eight mouths to feed. Again, the O'Callaghan “elder” had his back with, “Daniel! I topped off the coolant for you. I heard you mumbling about that yesterday. I removed the front seat for obvious reasons. Also! Gave it a nice coat of wax.”

Daniel sensed the disturbance in the Force with that remark, knowing it was a matter of seconds before the Sports Princess would come out. He preempted the attack by mouthing thanks to Moz and getting Winter’s attention with a tap on the window. She took a minute before rolling down the window, the massive belly squished against her unpleased face. He wiped the accumulated frost on his whiskers and plead with, “...Can we skip to the part where you punch me and say don’t do it again? I did a stupid, panicky father-to-be thing. Let’s just get the Cople Blizzard tour of 2020 over with so we can paint the walls of our new home in dull peace. ...I did see Marty on the way back. He said all of your ‘favorites’ were in the order and that it’s all ready. Even a bunch of snow won’t stop him.”

She didn’t respond, pressing the control on the car door’s arm that opened the back door of the automobile. Winter guided her gargantuan, nine-month-along bump out of the relieved, tacky SUV and let out a satisfied groan, her spine audibly cracking. “Oh, God. Finally! I can’t feel my legs but it beats spending another minute in there.” she stated, smoothing out the wrinkles on a blazer that matched Heathers, “Anyways, I’m not worried about that. I expected you to do something crazier. Besides that minor blip months ago, you’ve been handling it well. ...I guess both of us have been too busy to sweat the small stuff. Are we growing up, Danny? Soon enough, we’ll be buying a complete lawn furniture set and arguing about whose turn it is to change the air filter.”

They had a cursory embrace and hands held, walked toward the ragtag “family” they had formed. Daniel and Winter had both lost their fathers to an ill-timed combination of illness and motor accidents, all occurring within the last five years. The young partners had to mature quickly and though life had done everything it could to keep them anchored to their hometown, they didn’t let it bother them. The expecting parents were flourishing in a way just meant for them, and nothing, whether it be a snowstorm or self-doubt, would halt their unsullied progress. The male tiger adjusted the strap of his weather-faded backpack, sensing the item he had purchased digging into his back. It didn’t count as a “gift”, but it was an investment in practicality. Something every boring grown-up had to do.
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“With this weather, I didn’t bother with ice. Every one of the Choosies will be chilly cold all day long. As requested, the one marked as ‘SP’ is Winter’s. And, between you and me, I loaded up hers and yours with meats from Boar’s Head. Don’t tell anyone else. If the locals get a whiff of Marty getting the ‘good stuff’ from New York, they’ll think gentrification is coming to Cople.” the reliable restaurant owner made known. Daniel and he were at the back of the diner, loading the van with the humble amount of “catering” that was ordered for the baby shower. The tradition had been forced upon by Heather
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