
    
      Advent Calendar
    

    
      26 Weeks Until Christmas
    

    
      My therapist told me that it would be in my best interests to get out of the house a little bit and start having a social life. Well, really what she said was “you need to do something, Keith. Sitting alone playing video games and being cooped up in your house all day is killing you.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Which fair, I picked up some bad habits during the pandemic and I still haven’t really been able to shake it off. I moved to Bixton right before the world shut down, and I feel like I lost the ability to forge connections. Well that’s not entirely true. I had online friends, and they were amazing. Don’t get me wrong, this is not to knock them. In fact a couple of my pals have saved my life from time to time. But as much as I wanted to deny it, my therapist was right. I was craving face to face human interaction and I was scared to really put myself out there. 
    

    
      
    

    
      So that’s why I found myself, on a humid and sticky Saturday afternoon, standing outside of the Gamer’s Chest. I had seen this place multiple times when driving around town. It was right near the ABC store and a couple of restaurants that I frequented a lot while sheltering at home. Gamer’s Chest was one of those places that I always told myself “as soon as all this nonsense is done you should check them out and buy a game or two. Make a friend. Do something. Anything. For the love of god do anything with your life.” 
    

    
      
    

    
      But every time I approached it I was thrown off by the big boobed Magic the Gathering posters and hot elf art in the window. Something about that place just screamed “Not For Me.” I don’t know, I get that vibe all the time around super masculine coded places. Never really have. Don’t even try to get me into a men’s locker room. I just won’t do it. 
    

    
      
    

    
      I’m not really the most manliest of guys. Sure I had a big beard, but that’s because it was just easy to let it go and take care of it rather than shaving every day. The act of shaving is just such a bummer, and it hurts and honestly I don’t see how other guys put up with it every day. Not to say that I don’t want to have a smooth face, I think it is a nice look. But my hair grows so fast that I don’t even see the point. 
    

    
      
    

    
      But anyway, I was outside the Gamer’s Chest waiting to go in and Make Some Friends. Gathering up my courage, I pushed through the door expecting everyone stare at me but nobody cared. The store was divided clearly and evenly – Boxes of games in all shapes and sizes on one side, and a nice spread out playing field on the other. It was kind of what I expected, but I was left in this awkward point where I felt like everyone knew each other already and I was the odd man out. I stood there, fiddling with my Sailor Moon keychain, paralyzed without knowing what to do. And that’s when I met
      . . .
    

    
      
    

    
      “Hey, you look a little lost, do you need anything?” I turned and found myself face to face with a very eager and almost over excited person about my age. They were dressed in a black hoodie and tight pants, even though the weather was absolutely miserable. If it was rough for them, I couldn’t tell. They had this look on their face and I immediately could tell that they were a collector of lost sheep. Someone who found the weirdos and ushered them into a group. Every collection of people has one of those. Hell, if you don’t have one you’re probably that person. 
    

    
      
    

    
      I ruffled the back of my hair, hoping that I was coming off as sheepish and not necessarily like a weirdo. God my hair was getting long, but I kind of liked it this way. I liked to think with my sandy blonde hair and beard I had kind of a new age Jesus vibe going on but whenever I looked it the mirror it was more like a Charles Manson. “It’s that obvious huh. . . I thought I was hiding it pretty well.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Oh trust me you wouldn’t be the first person to come to tabletop day looking absolutely stumped. Do you have a group yet?”
    

    
      
    

    
      I shook my head. “No not yet, I figured I would just come here and roll the dice, metaphorically speaking, and see if anyone needed another group member.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Well, sir, you are in luck! It just so happens that my Monster of the Week game is in desperate need for some new faces.” They beamed- I knew this had to have been their plan all along. I did bristle at being called sir. Only my dad and old dudes called me sir. But I couldn’t hold that against them, I know they were just goofing. And besides they just looked so happy and friendly, their green eyes shining in the fluorescent light of the shop promising mischief and fun.
    

    
      
    

    
      “I’d like to but I’ve never played something like that. I don’t even know what it is. I only know dnd.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Oh don’t you worry about that,” they draped their arm around my shoulder and casually guided me towards their table. “The name’s Zack, by the way and you’ll be able to pick up just fine. Trust me. We’re very rules light and focus more on just roleplaying and having a good time. I just have a feeling you’re going to fit in so well.” And with that, apparently I was a member of Zack’s group. I noticed with relief that their table seemed to have a mix of men and women, all of them smiling and more than happy to meet me. I always was a little on guard in gaming spaces that were just men. It just felt safer and more comfortable being in mixed groups, it was much less likely that people would make fun of me for playing a girl character. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Zack sat down at the head of the table with a bit of a flourish and turned to the rest of their group. “Alright everyone this is Keith. He’s going to be replacing Kayla since she just moved. Be nice and don’t bully or hit on him too much, at least for the first session okay?” I felt the blood rushing to my face and the tell tale sign that I was blushing. Looking away I desperately hoped that Zack didn’t see me blushing. Why did I care so much? I have no idea. But I didn’t want them to see me flustered. They’d probably make fun of me for it. “Okay y’all, before we roll up some characters, let’s go around the circle and share each other’s pronouns.”
    

    
      
    

    
      And like that, I was inducted as the newest Monster Hunter for a merry little squad of misfits.
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      21 Weeks Until Christmas
    

    
      And so my life fell into a routine. Every Saturday without fail I would show up to Gamer’s Chest a little bit early and talk and 
      get to know Zack and the rest of the group. 
      Zack introduced himself using he/him pronouns and joked that he was a stereotypical broke gamer dude. He worked at Starbucks because “they’ve got great insurance options” and was saving money as best as he could.
    

    
      
    

    
      There was Erin, a design major who was working on getting her masters. Apparently this was the one time a week that she allowed herself to relax and not fling herself into her work. There was Jax, who I found out used it/its pronouns. I could see the tension drain when I told it it was cool and that I would fight anyone who misgendered it. And how could I not? Respecting people’s pronoun choice was like, rule #1 of being a good supportive ally. There was Kasius, a trans dude who always complained about how the shop was too hot. I realized he mostly was just really sensitive about the temperature but was the chillest dude I had ever met. Very go with the flow, which was very fun when paired with our final other member Steph. Steph was a bundle of nerves, but in a way that made you just want to scoop her up and protect her from the ills of the world. But like, not in a creepy way. That sounds like a creepy way but really she just needed support and patience. 
    

    
      
    

    
      I found myself fitting in with them almost immediately. They reminded me of the friends that I made in college when I would go visit the Queer Student Union to support some of my lesbian friends. I probably fit in with them so well just because I was used to being in majority queer spaces. I spent most of my senior year in a gay bar, practically wrote my final paper there. I knew how to be respectful and I feel like because of that I was one of the gang and in practically no time at all I was flirting and fighting with them like I’d been there since the first session. 
    

    
      
    

    
      After the second session, Zack told me he wanted to get to know me a little better so he could tailor the game to match more of my personality. So we decided that we’d walk over to “Big Plays,” the shitty sports bar and grill and talk for a little bit. We ended up spending the first night eating and mostly drinking until closing time. Like they literally had to push us out the door, quoting closing time. We didn’t have to go home, but we couldn’t stay there. 
    

    
      
    

    
      For some reason we really clicked, first he noticed my Sailor Moon keychain which got us talking about anime, video games, life, the universe, everything! I learned that he still lived with his parents to save up some money, but they clashed a lot over what Zack called “dumb bullshit.” I told him about my problems opening up to people, something that I really only shared with my therapist. Conversation flowed so easily between the two of us and we agreed, both a little tipsily on overpriced screwdrivers and boat drinks, that we would make this a regular thing.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Hey you two, welcome back!” The server, who we had learned was named Tina and was extremely sweet in an older sister kind of way, seemed to catch on pretty quick that we had made this a regular thing. We both tipped really well, mainly because we weren’t monsters but also because she was just so genuine. “We’ve made sure to save your regular spot for you. You’re lucky there’s a big game going on tonight and that’s about the last spot open. My manager said if you didn’t show up soon we’d have to give the spot away to some UNC fans.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Zack gave her one of his brightest smiles. “Tina you are the absolute best. I don’t know where we would be without you.” He had this way of making you feel like you were the most important person, and he genuinely meant it too. We went through our normal process of chatting about how her week had gone and eventually we ordered. A Sex on the Beach for me (I was feeling particularly daring that evening) and the trademark Dark and Stormy for Zack.
    

    
      
    

    
      I waited until we had placed our orders and leaned towards him and whispered in a conspiratorial voice, “God I swear, the more we come here to hang out they’re going to think we’re dating.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Zack threw back his head and laughed. I love it when I made him laugh, it felt like it was this amazing accomplishment. “Oh my gosh can you even imagine it? Us as a couple?” 
    

    
      
    

    
      I could, very much could in fact. It would have been much harder to not imagine being with Zack.
    

    
      
    

    
      I had been developing what I realized was a little crush on Zack. I couldn’t help it! His mannerisms were just so cute. The way that he talked with his hands when he was excited. The way that he always had some kind of quip or pop culture reference that could make everyone have a good time. But most importantly, I felt safe around him. I hadn’t felt truly comfortable in the presence of someone else since college, and it was nice to really enjoy being with him. To tell you the truth I looked forward to our dinners more than the game itself. 
    

    
      
    

    
      It’s not like I was gay or anything. I was actually very confused because I had never really felt this way about, well, anyone before. It was like Zack just flipped a switch in my brain that made me want to hang out and be near him, and I desperately hoped that Zack felt the same way. At least for the time, I could savor our dinners and drinks together.
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      17 Weeks Until Christmas
    

    
      Another week went by, another post game night dinner. As usual they had our table already ready. I swear I heard ‘they are such an adorable couple’ as we walked by a group of waitresses but I pretended not to notice. Let them think what they wanted to think, I instead was distracted by Zack.
    

    
      
    

    
      It was obvious that there was something weighing heavily on Zack’s mind. He was distracted all game. He didn’t seem to notice when we as players were all elaborating on how to best kill and eat a minotaur and didn’t even chime in on whether or not that would count as cannibalism. These are the kinds of discussions he loves jumping into with us, egging us on and bringing up stupid points like “it’s only cannibalism if you eat the human parts.” But instead nothing. 
    

    
      
    

    
      I think our entire group could feel it too. We wound out wrapping up early just because the mood was so off. Something about the vibe of the group wasn’t clicking. Momentarily I worried that it was me, but I know that that was mostly my anxiety. 
    

    
      
    

    
      I wanted to ask Zack what was wrong. I wanted to go over to the other side of the booth and give him a big hug, but I don’t know if guys are allowed to do that. Masculinity was such a fucking prison. You can’t show emotions. People make fun of you if you cry or get too vulnerable. You have to always be portraying this strong man to other people even if that’s the last thing that you want to do. And all the guys think you’re one of them too. It’s not fair. Even guys fashion is so restraining and boring, just like the shitty ass concepts of gender roles. If I ever met the person who decided that men’s clothing should have NO COLOR I’m gonna-
    

    
      
    

    
      “You look like you’re deep in thought. Whatcha thinking about?” My eyes shot up at the sound of Zack’s voice, this was the first they’ve spoken since the end of game night. It was going to be a little embarrassing talking about how much I hated being a dude, but Zack and I were close right? I can open up to him and everything will be okay. 
    

    
      
    

    
      “I was just thinking about how you look so down and I wish I could give you a hug but I’m not entirely sure if you’d be cool with that. I don’t want to make you uncomfortable or make you feel like you need to talk about what’s bothering you. Because if you want to sit and be chill, I can be chill. I can be a regular Cold Miser.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “A what?” Zack cocked his head to the side.
    

    
      
    

    
      “You know, the Cold Miser? From the year without a Santa Claus? He’s Mr. White Christmas, he’s Mr. cold.” I sang the last little bit in my best impersonation of a terrible looking claymation abomination.
    

    
      
    

    
      Zack laughed, which made me feel so light. He’d better say yes to a hug soon or I’d just have to sweep in there and give him multiple cheer up hugs. As a friend. Because he’s hurting so much and I hate seeing him like this.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Keith, you know that is like, 60 years old right? Like it’s older than both of our parents. Like people who were kids when that special came out are dying now.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Well people die all the time.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Morbid Keith, morbid. And besides, dude, why wouldn’t I be cool with a hug? You’ve become my best friend in such a short period of time. It’s cool if besties hug besties. Trust me.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Tsk tsk tsk,” I said in as serious of a voice as I could muster. “You just made a big mistake buddy, because I’m going to give you hugs all the time from now on.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Oh no, help me. Save me. Oh no.” Zack deadpanned. “Now come over here and give me one of your trademark Cheer Up Hugs because I really fucking need one right now.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Did I hit my knee on the table because I almost jumped out of my seat to go to him. Yes. Did it hurt like a motherfucker? Absolutely. Would I do it again if I got the chance? You bet I would. I closed the gap in seconds and before he could even react I wrapped him up as tight as I could in my arms. He smelled of vanilla and fresh coffee, I guess partially from his starbucks job. But at that moment the only thing the scent was was his. 
    

    
      
    

    
      I swear I thought I heard some waitresses go ‘awww,’ but I’m sure they were looking at pictures of puppies or something. There’s no way someone would think something that I’ve done is cute.
       I did my best to ignore them and just stay in the moment, just enjoying the feeling of wrapping Zack up in my arms. I hope he knew that he was safe with me, I just wanted to exude safety beams in his general direction and calm him down. 
    

    
      
    

    
      We stayed like that for a moment. Every once in a while Zack opened his mouth like he was going to tell me something, but he must have kept changing his mind at the last moment. But that’s okay. When he was ready I would be there for him. Until then I would just keep doing what I could to make him happy. That’s just what friends did. And if we were going to be best friends like he said (Best friends!! Best FRIENDS!) then I would just have to look out for him and make sure he knows that I’ll be his buddy no matter what. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Unfortunately, the hug had to come to an end eventually. Our food was getting cold and it would be kind of weird if we just stood there for an hour hugging. I mean we could have and that would have been nice, but we were just two dudes hugging in the middle of a restaurant. I know dude code said that we shouldn’t be close like that, but fuck dude code. Dude code is dumb anyway. If only there was a way to escape being a dude and not being held to dumb gender roles. Ah, whatever. Since that’s impossible I might as well enjoy this hug while it happens and hope that Zack feels comfortable enough with me that he’ll eventually spill the beans. 
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      16 Weeks Until Christmas
    

    
      “-so because of that I’m going to go by Dana from now on and use She/Her pronouns. I hope you all are cool with that, because otherwise you’re going to need to find a new Monster of the Week DM.” 
    

    
      
    

    
      Of course. How could I be such an idiot. Dana was transgender. She was probably worried last week that we would abandon her or something. Maybe even that I would abandon her. I hope she didn’t think that, did I come off like someone who would do that? No. No. Keep the negative spiral under control this isn’t about you, this is about Dana. 
    

    
      
    

    
      All of us around the table gave her some form of congratulations. From “nice to meet you Dana” to “I’m so happy for you.” After last week’s session, everyone was just relieved that she was doing better. I was so worried about her, I could barely focus on anything else for the past week. 
    

    
      
    

    
      As best friend, I made sure to send her funny memes throughout the week to keep her spirit up. We’d even stayed up really late watching movies with each other over discord or just staying in voice chat. We didn’t even have to say anything but knowing that Dana was on the other end just.. Well it made me happy.
    

    
      
    

    
      After all of our congratulations came to an end Dana smiled at all of us and gestured at the black hoodie that had been her uniform for as long as I had known her. “I’m so glad I can finally take this thing off. Kasius you are so right. It’s so fucking hot in here. It’s September, I don’t even know why they have air conditioning.” Dana dramatically unzipped her hoodie revealing a black tank top underneath. It seems like she has a favorite color. But I just couldn’t figure out what it was. She was going to make someone very happy by being their goth gf one day.
    

    
      
    

    
      I tried not to stare or make her uncomfortable. I did my best, but I will mark that for the record I let out a tiny gasp when she first took that sweatshirt off. I could mentally feel my crush revving up into overdrive. My brain literally short circuited because I was crushing so hard on the person that Dana was I didn’t even realize that she was fucking hot. I’m doomed. 
    

    
      
    

    
      She had a slim build, almost willowy. Thanks to the tank top I got a glimpse of the pale skin of her shoulders as they met her neck. It was like I was seeing her all over again for the first time. The subtle curve of her chest. The color of her cheeks. The way everything about her seemed to click into place, natural and graceful. She looked at home in her skin. There were scar marks over her arms, but each one was like a road map to who she was and how absolutely stunning she looked smiling at all of us. Like she had won. She made it here to show us who she was and at that moment I had never seen anyone so beautiful. 
    

    
      
    

    
      “You fucking bitch! I knew you looked kind of different.” Erin gasped. “How long have you been on HRT? I kept giving you compliments on what you did to your skincare routine and you kept telling me you weren’t doing anything new. You liiiiiar. So that’s the secret. Estrogen!”
    

    
      
    

    
      Dana laughed. “Oh I’ve just been on HRT for a few months. Well 3 months, 10 days and 9 hours but who’s counting? I’m sorry I didn’t tell you all sooner, I just wanted to make sure I was in a good place.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Oh I’m so sorry,” Erin looked down to the floor blushing. “I hope that wasn’t offensive, it's just. Like. From 0 to girl overnight! You look stunning.” It seems like I wasn’t the only person who just realized how absolutely adorable Dana was. From our conversations I knew that Erin was a lesbian, she wasn’t shy about talking about her girlfriends. It was just good to know that she wasn’t the only person weak to Dana’s charms. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Dinner tonight was going to be so much fun. I can’t wait to introduce the world to my amazing best friend Dana.
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      14 Weeks Until Christmas
    

    
      Dana and I dropped the last few of her boxes into my combination living room/kitchen area. The space was full of her clothes, games, boxes upon boxes of books, and the few pieces of furniture that she had bought herself. It had taken a little bit of time, but it was worth it to move all of her stuff out in one day. “I can’t believe you’re being so nice to me, Keith. I know I’m gonna be the best roommate you’ve ever had. I guarantee it! And it will be fun living with you! We can make dinners together and maybe even have game nights here. Ooh yes your kitchen table is PERFECT. Big enough to fit all of us.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Even though she was dead tired Dana started wandering from room to room checking things out. This was going to be her home from now on afterall. I just crossed my fingers that she wouldn’t be too disappointed. She was kind of stuck with me from now on, and hopefully she didn’t mind.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Hey it’s okay. I’m sorry that you had to find some housing at such short notice, you know if I had my way I’d give your parents a piece of my-”
    

    
      
    

    
      “No, no no. It’s okay. What’s done is done. I’d rather start fresh and don’t want to bring you into all this,” she wiggles her hands in the air in a vague pattern as if her transness was this taboo subject that she can only bring up when she feels like she has to. 
    

    
      
    

    
      “I’m just saying it’s fucked up and you deserve better.” I narrowed my eyes and shook my head. I didn’t want to dwell on how unfair it was, since it obviously was an uncomfortable subject for her. I just wanted her to know how much of a supportive ally I wanted to be for her. 
    

    
      
    

    
      “I’ve got exactly what I deserve,” with almost frightening speed Dana ran over to me and wrapped her arms around my waist in one of our friend hugs. “I’ve got an amazing best friend who literally is letting me move in with him. You don’t know how lucky I feel to have met you.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Nuh-uh. I’m the lucky one. Wait til my parents find out that a beautiful woman moved in with me. They won’t believe me.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Shut up I’m not gorgeous.” Dana made exasperated arm wiggles at me, which I realized is what she does when she gets flustered. I stored that away in the back of my mind. It was so cute I needed to make her flustered more often.
    

    
      
    

    
      “First of all, I never said ‘gorgeous,’” I stated plainly forming air quotes with my fingers. “I said ‘beautiful’. But since you said it, yes you are certainly quite gorgeous. I mean, seriously, have you even looked at yourself? Like 3 weeks of being out and you’re already heartbreakingly pretty.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “No I haven’t looked at myself, dingus. Since I signed up for the trans life me and mirrors have been mortal enemies. They are only allowed for putting on makeup and smashing them in a dramatic fashion.”
    

    
      
    

    
      I gasped even more dramatically and struck some kind of theatrical pose. “You’ve smashed a mirror? That’s aiming for some bad luck.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Shoving me, Dana let out a giggle. “No dummy. But I bet it would be cool and dramatic as fuck.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “I’ll give you that. Oh! You know what would be cool and not dramatic. What if I order pizza!” I drew out the last syllable of pizza like I was announcing a prize fight. Dana did a little fistpump in the air and then collapsed on my old, but incredibly comfy couch. Her hair haloed her face and all I could think about was how angelic she looked just lying there.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Fucking yes please Keith fuck. I’m so hungry.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Of course you are. You’re a growing girl. Gotta have energy for puberty 2.” I smiled, kind of jealous that she got to experience something as cool as this. Trans people could completely reshape themselves into someone so much cooler than who they were before. Honestly it was a bummer that I’m cis and wouldn’t be able to experience that. But I could still experience it vicariously through Dana.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Fuck off.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Make me. I’m the one who’s going to pay for the pizza.”
    

    
      
    

    
      She paused for a moment, tapping her finger against her lower lip in contemplation. “Well…. I’ll allow it. But can we order it from that place downtown that brews its own beer?”
    

    
      
    

    
      I nodded grinning, “Oh my God read my mind why don’t you. I was going to get a four pack of some belgian stuff for me and a sour for you.”
    

    
      
    

    
      She looked at me and for a moment I swear she was about to cry. But then that moment passed and she leaned her head on my shoulder. “You’re the best friend a girl could have.”
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      12 Weeks Until Christmas
    

    
      We still went out to Big Plays after every game night, even if it would be noticeably cheaper to drink at home. But this was our ritual. Our routine! Nothing could change that. 
    

    
      
    

    
      All the girls at Big Plays were so nice about Dana and her transition. They would always give her compliments on how her hair looked or whatever shade of lipstick she was wearing. Every time they talked to her I felt a little pang of jealousy. Was I jealous because people were finally noticing how much of an amazing woman that Dana was, or did I wish they gave me compliments as well. Who wouldn’t want to be complimented on their outfit or some little accessory, I bet it felt great. Not like men really had much to be complimented on. Not like I would look good even if I was wearing a suit anyway. It would just always be off. Not right. Like they were complimenting some fake version of me. 
    

    
      
    

    
      I guess maybe it’s because I wasn’t amazing at taking care of my appearance, but it was just so hard to care. I guess Dana was rubbing off on me a little bit because I was avoiding mirrors more. It just seemed so wrong looking at whoever was staring back. Sometimes I would tell mirror me to fuck off, but I think Dana heard me one time and gave me a concerned look. I told her I was rehearsing for some dramatic monologue that Carol, my badass leather-decked crossbow-wielding huntress, was going to deliver in our game. I don’t think she entirely believed me but it stopped her from asking questions.
    

    
      
    

    
      There were often times when I found myself envious of Carol actually. Yeah she was just a character that I played, but at the same time everything made much more sense for Carol than it did for Keith. She was a woman of action who took charge and wouldn’t back down from a fight, especially to protect her friends. I felt like I put all the things that I liked about myself into Carol, and all the things that I wished I could be. Conversations with fellow players were easier, 
    

    
      
    

    
      Aside from a growing sense of unease with myself, it was nice how in the span of a few months this place went from a convenient option to a place of comfort for me and Dana. She didn’t show it, but I know going out in public still stressed her out a bit. I made sure to give her little confidence boosts when I could.
    

    
      
    

    
      I’d actually been doing a lot of research on trans issues since she had moved in with me. I didn’t want to say or do something that would upset her. I wanted to make sure to respect her and treat her like a person, and not to overdo it so she would feel like I was objectifying her.
    

    
      
    

    
      “You know Dana,” I said. “I wish I was as brave as you are.”
    

    
      
    

    
      She rolled her eyes. “You know all trans people hate it when cissies call them brave. Right?”
    

    
      
    

    
      I let out a sigh. She was doing it again, but I still couldn’t help but feel happy just sitting here with her. I just had to make her see how special she was to me. “Yes I know but you actually went out and did it! You transitioned. You’re out. I’ve watched you over the weeks get more and more comfortable with your body. I have to admit I’m kind of jealous.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Dana gave me a puzzled look. “You know Keith. If there’s anything you ever want to talk through or tell me, you know I will be the most supportive bestest friendliest best friend ever.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Oh no I’m fine. I’m tragically boringly cis.”

      
    

    
      “Uh huh,” she crossed her arms and looked me straight in the eye. “You know most cis people wouldn’t be upset that they identify as the gender they were assigned at birth. Right?”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Well yeah. But if I was trans I would have had this a-ha moment. I would have this feeling deep in my gut that this is who I’m supposed to be.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “And what about me? If I don’t have those things, I’m not trans? You know I didn’t figure myself out until about a year ago right. I had no clue during childhood or anything. It took me the longest time to put together the pieces and realize ‘yes this is girl.’” Dana’s tone was calm and soft the entire time but that doesn’t make any sense. She was comfortably trans. And sure she discovered herself late but that doesn’t mean that I’m a late bloomer too. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Seeing as I was lost in thought, Dana continued, “I don’t want to sound too harsh either dude, but you say the fucking eggiest shit all the time.”
    

    
      
    

    
      I blanched. “What are you talking about?”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Every single time being a dude comes up, or some typical masculine shit, you have a rant about how much you hate it. Which hey, I get it. I hate being masculine too, which is why I opted out. I guess I just. . . I just see a lot of myself in you. A lot of the same coping patterns. I hope that’s not too dark, but I’ve always thought. . .” She took a sip trailing off as if unsure of what to say next before continuing, “Do you need me to say more or do you want to do some introspection?”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Uh, if other people didn’t view masculinity as a prison, then how come we have phrases like toxic masculinity.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Keith. Keith. Buddy. Toxic masculinity is like, being possessive and raging all the time and boys will be boys nonsense to excuse sexual assault. It’s calling women little lady and sizing them up like a piece of meat as they walk on by. Trust me, that’s not you. And it’s okay to question your gender. Like you said, look at how much it helped me. I feel like a whole new person. I’m so excited and laughing and now see myself living past 30. It rules dude. And I just want you to have that same feeling too, if you’re trans. Of course. And if you’re not trans, then hey at least you’ve learned something new about yourself. You’re taking something that people view as a given and coming up with a conclusion about whether or not what everyone assigned to you really is you. I think that’s just cool.”
    

    
      
    

    
      She just wouldn’t stop talking about me potentially being trans, which is ridiculous. Nothing against the trans community. I loved listening to trans musicians and reading trans stories. In fact I’ve been doing that ever since I knew trans people existed. And sure I followed a lot of trans twitter accounts but that’s mostly because 1. They make the best memes and 2. I need to keep up with the discourse so I won’t be a bad ally. Just because I showed an interest in trans people and trans culture, doesn’t mean that I myself am trans. That’s patently ridiculous.
    

    
      
    

    
      I shook my head. As much as I wanted to, I can’t. I had to be cis. “There’s no way that I’m trans. I’d know if I was trans. If I look at all the facts and then somehow in some ridiculous way I realized they didn’t add up, I would be like ‘Oh fuck Dana I think I’m trans.’”
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      11 Weeks Until Christmas
    

    
      “Oh fuck, Dana I think I’m trans.”
    

    
      
    

    
      It was a weirdly cold night and we were both cuddled up under my big fluffy blanket watching some kind of cheesy horror movie. Well, really, she was watching the movie and I was turning over the same thoughts that had been stuck in my head for at least a week. 
    

    
      
    

    
      She turned to me on the couch and just nodded. “I wanted to give you a little space, but clearly you’ve been having a hard time since-”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Since last week yeah.” I cut her off, feeling like the biggest idiot in the world.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Well if it makes you feel any better, I think you’re going to make the cutest girl.” She leaned her head on my shoulder and I had to catch my breath at how close she had gotten. A few weeks ago we had started an annual movie watching for the two of us. We started off at separate ends of the couch, but that wasn’t super comfy and we both seemed to get pretty cold. I told her she could come under the blanket with me and get warm and we had been close ever since. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Now we both just treated it as a given, if it was movie night time that meant that we were going to be cuddled up together on the couch laughing and sharing a bowl of popcorn together. At first I was worried she would be weirded out by the proximity, but we both agreed that it had been a long time since there was someone we were this comfortable with. Dana called it being touch starved and I guess that’s an accurate way to describe it. I would call it more like having a nice big glass of water after walking around outside in the summer. Sure you want to have the water, but it’s not until you actually take your first sip that you realize how much you needed it all along. 
    

    
      
    

    
      So we got close and savored the proximity. I was always acutely aware of her position next to me. At the start I freaked out about moving around too much or being a big wiggler, but she seemed to laugh and call me a goof so it must not have annoyed her that much. 
    

    
      
    

    
      We both seemed to sit there for a moment, letting the silence rest between us. What I just said. I’m trans. Should have been this big change in our friendship. But obviously she’s trans as well so she wasn’t going to judge me or anything. I just had to say it again.
    

    
      
    

    
      “I’m trans.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Hell yeah you are. Welcome to the cool kids club!” Dana gave me a big exaggerated thumbs up.
    

    
      
    

    
      “And. And. I’m a girl!” I said a little louder. Excitement rising in my voice. “I can be a girl. Like you!”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Of course you can. You always were.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “But I can change my name and go on hormones!” My voice was rising now, it was hard to keep the excitement out of it. Shock and years of gently crafted apathy seemed to be wearing off in seconds.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Yes, but only if you want to. Neither of those things make you any less of a girl.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Yeah I know but fuck the name Keith. I’m getting rid of the name Keith.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “I figured that would be the first casualty.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Of many.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “How could you?”
    

    
      
    

    
      “I’m insidious. I learned it from you and the Big Trans agenda.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “I knew I shouldn’t have left all that anti-cis propaganda lying around.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “My cisness was done for as soon as you moved into the apartment.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Yeah well knowing another trans woman definitely has been known to smash a few egg shells.” She paused for a moment, seeing if we were going to keep this back and forth going. In a softer, lighter tone she leaned in and said, “So, does this pretty girl have a name she’d like for me to call her.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “I um. Have been thinking about it a ton this week. And I think I want to go with Claire.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Awesome. Well Claire, it’s nice to formally make your acquaintance.” As soon as she said my name it was over. Done. All doubt had been blown out of my mind. I squirmed a little bit out of joy on the couch after hearing her say my name in her sweet voice. If only everyone else could say the name Claire as sweetly as she did, my heart was racing and I felt so optimistic about my future.
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      7 Weeks until Christmas
    

    
      "So this is it," I said nodding towards the container of blue pills that I shakily held in my hand. For something that weighed so heavily on my mind, it had no right to feel this light. 
    

    
      
    

    
      "Yeah dude." Dana nodded.
       I wanted her to be there for this momentous moment. We had had a long conversation about my privacy and things, but she looked so happy when I told her that I needed her there with me or else I was going to chicken out. It seems she had already made her mind up that she would be watching me take my first dose because she said and I quote “I want to see my gal start her path to womanhood.”
    

    
      
    

    
      I looked skeptically at the pills for a moment and then back at Dana. "And I just… take these every day til I become a girl."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Claire. You're already a girl."
    

    
      
    

    
      "I know that but I didn't wanna say 'take one or these a day til I get premium mommy milkers.' That felt a little crass you know."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Aww are you excited to get some cute little boobies?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "Girl. You don't even KNOW how excited I am for these boopties."
    

    
      
    

    
      She playfully bopped me in the arm. "Claire, cutie, sweetie, honey, I started hormones like… 7 months ago. I absolutely know how excited you are to have your own cute set of tits."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Okay conversation over. Look I'm taking the pills now. Oh nooo the pills are in my mouth guess we can't talk about my soon to be boobs anymore." I dramatically gestured towards my mouth, hoping this would slow the torrent of teasing down. 
    

    
      
    

    
      "Claire you're still talking."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Can't hear you! I'm triumphing over my endocrine system."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Uh huh sure." Dana rolled her eyes but dropped it, thankfully. 
    

    
      
    

    
      I was just still in shock about how quickly I was able to get an appointment with an informed consent clinic and get on HRT. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Dana had handled, well, most of it. She called her doctors office, and somehow talked them into seeing me instead of her checkup appointment. Dubiously legal but what that meant was after signing a few forms I was fast tracked on the road to reversing some of the impact that Testosterone had on me. I just had to let them know I was down with all sorts of potential side effects which did not matter because dang it, I wanted to be feminized please and thank you. 
    

    
      
    

    
      The forms are all like, “Uh you know this will give you boobies right?” And I’m all like duh, my guy. Why do you think I’m even here? I know the paperwork is a formality but dang is that annoying.
    

    
      
    

    
      We went to the doctor together, I told her she didn’t have to but it was really nice that she wanted to be there with me. It meant a lot that she cared so much about me that she would miss work time just to make sure that I got the meds that I deserved. 
    

    
      
    

    
      And now here I was. They tasted weirdly sweet under my tongue and for a moment I thought that I guess it’s that sugar and spice and everything nice that weirdo gender essentialists talk about all the time when they’re referring to girls. I didn’t care about terfs or what it tasted like I was lost in thought thinking about what would happen. I’d obsessively been pouring over trans timelines. Looking at the transformation of people from sunken eyed shells of themselves into smiling radiant figures. I knew not to expect a miracle. In fact Dana had told me multiple times not to worry about a set timeline. My body would take its sweet, crushing, time to give me the changes that I craved. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Speaking of Dana, she looked me straight in the eyes and said “I’ll also have you know that having boobs is fun, but playing with them is even MORE fun. So I guess look forward to that, beautiful.” She gave me a cheeky wink and ran out of the bathroom as I blushed furiously. I didn’t need that mental image, and yet here it was. For a moment I thought about Dana playing with her breasts, toying with them and teasing them. Slowly the image shifted and she was laying on top of me lowering a hungry mouth to my chest and oh my god I am such a pervert I need to stop having these thoughts about my best friend. You know what, I’m just going to blame those faults on the last of my testosterone. Yeah. How dare you dude juice, betraying me once again. 
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      5 Weeks until Christmas
    

    
      “No matter who you are, you’ll always be a member of our family. And we will always love you no matter who you are or what you do. I do admit I need to process things a little bit, but I’m already so proud to have you as my daughter. Now what name do you want to go by?” My mom looked like she was on the verge of tears, although having this conversation over facebook video messenger made it a little bit harder to tell. 
    

    
      
    

    
      “I want to be called Claire.”
    

    
      
    

    
      My dad nodded and said, “Oh like your great grandmother. That’s a beautiful name Claire.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Thanks dad I picked it myself.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Don’t get too smart with me young lady, I tell the dad jokes in this family!” Dad said, wiggling his finger at me jokingly. We then fell into our normal pattern of conversation, almost as if I had never come out to them and irreversibly changed the nature of our relationship. 
    

    
      
    

    
      “Oh and who’s the cute girl that you’ve got sitting next to you?” My mom asked, finally realizing there was someone else with me this entire time. 
    

    
      
    

    
      “This is Dana, my roommate. I’ve sent you like a million photos of the two of us together.” I blushed, and Dana cocked her head over at me and smirked. Her hand had somehow ended up on my thigh and I found it immediately relaxing and enthralling. I know she was just trying to be supportive, and she probably felt awkward being at the center of attention. 
    

    
      
    

    
      “She’s cute,” Dad said, almost as if Dana wasn’t sitting there right next to me! Thanks Dad, really appreciate how you’re helping make this situation a little less embarrassing. “Is she single?”
    

    
      
    

    
      Dana started saying, “Well about that-” before I cut her off quickly.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Dad! You can’t just ask her that, you’re embarrassing her,” I squealed, drawing out almost every single syllable. Yes I was a grown adult and I sounded like a petulant teenager but after two weeks of hormones I already felt like I had a raging sea of emotions crashing around inside of me. Everyone says teenage girls are so moody, and as I was quick to discover, non-teenage girls experiencing their first burst of girl juice could be just as dramatic. 
    

    
      
    

    
      “I feel like the only one getting embarrassed here is you, cutie.” There it was again. Another patented Dana line and smile that made my stomach go fizzy and my breath catch in the back of my throat.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Aaaah shut up. Everyone shush. Mom, dad, it was amazing seeing you. Thanks for being so so so cool about this. I’m going to hang up now okay, okay? Bye. Let’s talk later and plan a meetup sometime soon maybe New Years. Okay? Okay cool! Bye for real this time!”
    

    
      
    

    
      All I could hear from my mom in response was, “See she’s not ready to tell you they’re dating ye-” as I kept slamming the “end call” button with my fingers. I flopped back onto the couch and buried my eyes in my hands. I can’t believe it. I did it. And the only scars that I had from it was massive parental embarrassment. All things considered, I got off really well. At some point Dana wrapped her arms around me and leaned up close next to me on the couch. 
    

    
      
    

    
      “Your parents are like the nicest people I’ve ever met and I haven’t even met them in person,” she mumbled resting her head once more in the crook of my neck. This had become one of her favorite spots recently and it always made my heart race whenever she decided to rest there. Once more I smiled again thinking about how lucky I was to be a cute girl with such a good girl friend.
    

    
      
    

    
      “I know.” I still felt fragile but triumphant. Was this how Dana felt in the game shop when she first came out? This feeling like you can take on the world but also want to just curl up with a big blanket and some cookie dough ice cream. Again, sure it’s a stereotype but dammit I haven’t been on hormones for a year yet. I have to indulge sometimes. 
    

    
      
    

    
      “And they love you so much.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “I know.” I could feel the telltale pressure behind my eye that I was going to start crying at any moment. I had become well acquainted with this feeling over the last couple of weeks. I guess without the numbing balms of testosterone to hold me back I was much more fragile than I realized. 
    

    
      
    

    
      “This was like, the smoothest coming out ever. I’m so relieved Claire. I lov-” Dana paused for a second, staring intensely at my face. “Claire? You’re crying. What’s wrong baby?”
    

    
      
    

    
      “I don’t knowwwwwww.” I couldn’t hold it back anymore. The floodgates had been released. All that buildup and emotions. The script writing and the tension and the feeling like I was just going to explode. It was gone just like that. In a way, it felt like it had gone too well. Like I didn’t deserve this. There were so many other girls, way more vulnerable than me who had to deal with unsupportive parents. People who didn’t respect them and their gender. And here I was, just getting handed the nicest mom and dad in the world and all I did was yell at them and get flustered whenever they asked personal questions. What a little brat. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Once the tears started, they just couldn’t stop and I just decided to roll with it and ride the emotion. Dana keeps talking about crying being healthy and good for you, so I figured it was just what the doctor ordered. I felt a hand on my head as I sunk, collapsing into her. 
    

    
      
    

    
      “Oh my dramatic girl what are we going to do with you. I’m so proud of you. This was such a big step so fast.” She smiled as she stroked my hair while I cried out all of my feelings. I had been so afraid but she had been with me every step of the way. My mind kept going back to my conversation with my parents. Dana had sat next to me on the couch the entire time I had talked with them, and every time I felt my voice falter she gave me an encouraging hand squeeze. She was giving me strength in my rough time, and support now when I was a little wreck. I really don’t know what I did to deserve a friend like Dana. 
    

    
      
    

    
      2 Weeks Until Christmas
    

    
      We walked over to our regular bench holding hands. I think holding hands started as a safety thing. Dana knew that I was nervous going out as a girl so she would always grab my hand and give it a light “I’ve got you” squeeze. It never failed to make me feel both ecstatic and also scared. What if my hand is way too clammy? What if I’m a big sweaty handed weirdo that she doesn’t want to spend time around anymore? Will I go to jail for hand crimes? My hands were so bad I would have to move out of the apartment and rush off into the woods to live with the bears and trees? And even then the bears would make fun of me for having awful slimy gross hands.
    

    
      
    

    
      But if there was a problem, Dana would never let on. She always had a swing in her step when we walked hand in hand. Like, “Hey world. This is my best friend Claire. If you have any problems with us fuck off or I’ll correct your attitude.” Her confidence and her energy had initially been a rock that I had clung to, but after a while I started to emulate her. Trying to build myself up and display the same amount of confidence and self love that she gave herself. We made our way to our favorite booth (we had stopped asking for it weeks ago, everyone knew us here and knew that we could seat ourselves) and sat down.
    

    
      
    

    
      For a moment I thought about how fun it must have been for Tina to watch us come every week and slowly change. At first there were two awkward guys, then there was a guy and a girl chilling out all platonic like, and now there were two cute girls. I had to constantly add cute when I thought about the two of us. I didn’t feel like I was cute, not yet. But sometimes you just have to fake that confidence. That was something else I learned from Dana.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Hey Claire, are you okay ordering for me? I need to run to the restroom.”
    

    
      
    

    
      I looked up at Dana, she was wearing this sweater dress that was absolutely to die for and it showed off all the changes in all the right places that her hormones had given her. I shot her a smile. It didn’t take long for us to figure out what our favorite dishes were here. And it was good to have a comfortable pattern. Besides, the girl loved her dark and stormies and didn’t order anything else so I knew that too by heart. 
    

    
      
    

    
      As I was looking at some subreddits on my phone, Tina slid her way into the bench across from me. Leaning over she whispered, “So it’s almost Christmas time huh.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “What?” I looked up shocked, I didn’t even notice her getting in the booth. The girl could be an assassin. I’d be dead where I sat, before my lemon drop even got put down at the table. “Oh yeah hey Tina. It's almost Christmas!”
    

    
      
    

    
      “This should be really exciting for you two then!” She was smiling so genuinely but all I was was confused. I mean, it’s a holiday. Everyone loves a holiday except for the Grinch. And his heart’s already grown three sizes so it should all be cool and chill. 
    

    
      
    

    
      “I mean yeah we are both looking forward to it. I’m going to take her to my parents place for New Years since that’s when we could both get time off.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Oh my gosh are you nervous?”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Well the drive’s not that bad but I guess the weather could be a little rough. Maryland gets a little snowy this time of year.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “No no. Are you worried about your girlfriend meeting your parents for the first time? I know you told me that they were okay with you being trans, but it is always stressful meeting potential inlaws.”
    

    
      
    

    
      My brain just shut down for a moment and I was in a process of rebooting. Girlfriend? She thought that Dana was dating me? That Dana would date me. Why would someone like Dana even WANT to date me in the first place? Didn’t Tina know that Dana had way better options anyway. “What? Wait what did you say.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Well I just know that when my fiance took me to meet her parents for the first time I was so nervous. And there’s also your first holiday together as a couple. That’s really big too, you have to figure out which traditions you want to do and when you give presents. I’m not huge on Christmas but Amy really loves it so together we cook a nice ham and experiment a little bit with sides.” Tina looked so happy talking to me about all of this but I was still confused. I feel like I missed a step in the conversation. 
    

    
      
    

    
      My brain had fully rebooted at this point and was now running faster than a speeding bullet. I had to clear up this misunderstanding before Dana found out and thought that I told Tina we were a couple. Then she definitely wouldn’t want to date someone like me. Keep it cool, Claire. “Oh. Oh no no nonononono. No. We’re not dating. There’s no way that she would want to date me. We’re just good friends and I want her to have a nice family holiday. Just be surrounded by love.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Tina paused for a moment. “Well if you say so. But also I just want you to know that if you don’t ask her out you are going to regret it. Trust me. I’ve seen the way the two of you look at each other while you’re here. The longer this goes on the stupider you’re going to feel for missing what was right in front of your face.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “I. . . I don’t know what you’re talking about. We’re just best friends. And we just support each other.” And there we were going to stay. I was too scared to confess my crush. But at the same time I wanted to so badly. I yearned to talk to her about it. It felt like I was being torn apart just thinking about her.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Yeah totally, if you say so. Well she’s coming back so I’ll just give you some space. Food will be out in a second.” Tina winked and walked her way to the kitchen muttering something about “oblivious lesbians.” I didn’t really have any time to process what she said before Dana was right there looking at me with a curious smile on her face.
    

    
      
    

    
      “I’m back. Did I miss anything.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “N-nothing. Just waiting on food.”
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      1 Week Until Christmas
    

    
      "What has my little chef been spending all day making. Because it smells amazing."
    

    
      
    

    
      I just noticed that recently Dana had taken to using cute little roommate names for me, like pretty girl or cutie or baby. I knew she did it mostly as a way to boost my mood when I was feeling dysphoric. She must have noticed that it cheers me up when she calls me things like that because the nicknames and jokes have escalated over time. She just leaned even more into it taking it a step further like love or my gal. I thought it was cute and funny at the same time and it never failed to give me this little flurry of happiness inside my tummy. 
    

    
      
    

    
      I liked it so much that I had taken to trying to turn the tables on her and start giving her so many compliments whenever she used a roommate name. The way she would stop mid sentence when I told her how long her eyelashes were or how happy her smile made, platonically as a roommate or course, my heart just skip a beat. I swear over the past few weeks it’s almost been like we’ve been having a contest on who can make the other blush the hardest. And I decided that I would win at any cost dangit!
    

    
      
    

    
      She had also gotten in the habit of sneaking up behind me while I was cooking something and wrapping her arms around my waist while resting her head on my shoulders. At first it startled me and then I realized it was just her cute way of saying hello. 
    

    
      
    

    
      And I really couldn’t complain. I loved when she wrapped me up in hugs like that, or when she would rest her head on my lap during movie nights. We both quickly realized that head scratches and playing with each other's hair were our secret weaknesses, something we exploited to the fullest. 
    

    
      
    

    
      What can I say? Sometimes stereotypes have a kernel of truth to them, and as it turns out trans women are quite the sluts for headpats. 
    

    
      
    

    
      I had to be careful though. One time during our friend movie night session the head scratches were just so nice I let out the most contented sigh. It was only after it left my mouth did I realize that it 100% sounded like I was moaning. Terrified, I clapped my hands over my mouth and just wanted to die right there. But instead of calling me some dumb pervert Dana just laughed and continued playing with my hair. She told me that she “thought it was so cute” when I made that sound and she “wouldn’t mind hearing it again.” I know she was just trying to play off an awkward situation so I just rolled with it and told her that she would have to make me make that noise and was rewarded with a scarlet blush which made her green eyes seem to shine even brighter.
    

    
      
    

    
      Honestly all of this closeness and contact it made me yearn to confess to her even more. But it was so hard! Relationships are so hard. I was so nervous that I would put myself out there and she would just like me as a friend. This isn’t a friend zone thing. I’m not going to nice gal her. But I worry that it would change the dynamics that had organically built up over our weeks together.
    

    
      
    

    
      Then all of the nice things about being roommates would stop. No more platonic movie nights snuggled up on the couch. No more friend hugs before we went off for work. No more massages when I had a rough day and people at work were being a dick to me about my transition. No more drinks and jokes and little moments of touch that just made my newly sensitive skin feel electric. I couldn't ruin that. I didn't want to. I couldn't lose her.  
    

    
      
    

    
      I had this idea, this little thought in the back of my head that I would talk to her tonight. I would put all the cards on the table. But then it kind of morphed in my head. First I was going to just tell Dana, but I thought well what if I get too nervous and don’t do it all night. So I settled on cooking something nice. See the trick is, if you make someone a nice dinner then they have to talk to you while you eat it because they have to tell you what a good job you did. It’s the law. I’m pretty sure that’s in like, proper food etiquette or whatever. 
    

    
      
    

    
      I wanted this roast to be absolutely perfect for Dana, and when I’m cooking I need something to do so I’m not just nervously staring at meat and veggies and sauce and driving myself slowly crazy. So I got a few bottles of red wine because the recipe called for it for the meat and, well they were on sale and I know that a roscato is her favorite kind of wine and they’re just like grape juice. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Have you ever thought about how fucked up it is that wine is just adult grape juice that sometimes people make taste purposefully shitty? What’s with this dry nonsense, I think as I polish off my first bottle and open another to start on the sauce. Wine is so much more fun to drink when its sweet! Why make something bad on purpose for fun? I just don’t get it. 
    

    
      
    

    
      It was around the time that I had finished half of the second bottle that Dana realized I was up to no good in the kitchen and wanted to know what I was doing. I tried explaining in as succinct a way as possible but it turns out one and a half bottles of wine plus hormones makes for quite the tippy girl. 
    

    
      
    

    
      “Oh my God, babe. Are you drunk?” Dana was blunt as ever, laughing as I tried delivering what I thought were normal answers to her questions.
    

    
      
    

    
      “No nonono. I’m just cooking in the French style like the French do. This is the national style of cooking. It’s normal. Now go away I’m making you dinner. Goooooo. Please.” I was about halfway done with my roast and I wanted this to be absolutely perfect. It needed to be done right so she would be in a happy mood when I told her that I loved her. But for some reason concentration was hard. She was in the room and it was hard not to look at the freckles on her face or the slight curve of her waist. She was a walking talking, too cute to be real, distraction.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Babe you look way too drunk to be cooking. How about I help you finish and then we can enjoy together okay? I just don’t want you to get hurt.” I wanted to say no. I wanted to shove her out. But the way she was looking at me, like I was some wounded animal that just showed up on her doorstep. It made my heart melt. I nodded and pointed her towards my computer which was open with the recipe and we got to work. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Because of our time together in the apartment, we had become a well-oiled machine when it came to cooking. We had this almost unspeakable connection and would pass each other the spices or would debate about how much longer something should sit in the oven. I will admit being tipsy made me a little clingier than I had been in the past when cooking with Dana. I would stumble into her arms or wrapping my arms around her for stability while she was trying the sauce. It was hard to pay attention when she spoke, instead all I wanted to do was stare at her dreamily. It was unfair that I had such a cute roommate and I was too much of a coward to confess to her. I’ve been cursed to be a useless lesbian. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Oh well. Some other time. I guess I would just have to settle for having fun cooking with my best friend. I knew in my heart that I wouldn’t confess tonight. It would be too weird. And besides I probably should be sober to do it. But I had to confess soon and oh my God next week is Christmas.
    

    
      
    

    
      I felt a hand on my shoulder, soft and warm. I turned to look straight into Dana’s big soulful eyes. I swore they’d gotten bigger recently but apparently that’s just “What someone looks like without the crushing weight of dysphoria” or at least that’s what Dana said. I lost track of my tongue for a moment and rather than babble I just waited til she said anything. She seemed to be waiting for me and it was a momentary cold war of us just looking at each other like morons. 
    

    
      
    

    
      “Claire you seem a little out of it and this roast has like, 20 more minutes left in the oven. Why don’t you come with me.” It was less of a question than a statement of intent. As soon as she finished talking she slipped her hand into mine and guided me, unsteadily, towards the couch. The room was spinning and I think it was just patently unfair that physics couldn’t slow the fuck down. 
    

    
      
    

    
      I opened my mouth to say something, croak out a thanks to Dana for being so sweet but she just shushed me by pulling me a little closer to her underneath our trademark blanket. “I’ve never seen you this drunk before Claire, I think it’s best if you just let me take care of you okay. You made this nice dinner, I want to make sure we both can eat it.” There was no judgement in her voice. No condemning. Just like she was stating the facts. It seemed like I had no choice in the matter so all I could do was slip into a comfortable spot and make a little happy murmur of safety.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Good girl,” was the last thing that I heard before I drifted off into a deep sleep. I didn’t even get to try that roast. Oh well, not that it mattered.
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      Christmas Day
    

    
      This was it. The moment of time. Now or never. We were about to exchange presents and I knew that if I didn’t ask her now, I’d forever be making excuses. 
    

    
      
    

    
      “Hey, um, Dana, before we do our gift exchange there’s something really important that I need to talk with you about.” Here we go. Moment of truth. I already dropped the ‘we need to talk’ bomb, now I just have to follow through with it.
    

    
      
    

    
      We were sitting on the couch together, wrapped presents underneath our shitty little plastic tree that we “ironically” decorated with tinsel and big ornaments. She was so close to me, which was the norm. Every movement or shift was felt and I was acutely aware of how distracting Dana could be. She couldn’t help it, she was just beautiful, wrapped up in a big fluffy bathrobe sipping at some cocoa and marshmallows. She looked like this picture of bliss, and I had to ruin it by asking to talk.
    

    
      
    

    
      Like any normal human being who just got told that they needed to talk, Dana immediately started looking nervous. “Uh, yeah sure Claire. If this is about me using the tv too much to play games on my switch, I can easily just do it in handheld mode and you can watch a show or something.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Oh my God,” I didn’t want her to think I was mad at her for something so I had to pivot as fast as possible. “No no no this is nothing about what you do. Actually I like it when you play games on the big tv. It’s like having my own personal streamer put on a show for me.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Awww you’re so cute.”
    

    
      
    

    
      I felt my cheeks blush again, focus dammit focus. If I get flustered now there’s no way I can make it through this. “No actually, um. Dana I was just wondering uh. We’ve been spending so much good time together and I, I’ve got. . .” I looked at her and she seemed a little confused but curious. Good I haven’t put her off yet for being a mumbling bumbling fool. “I just need to come out and say it, Dana…. I reallylikeyoualotandIthinkyou’rereallysweetandcutewillyougooutwithme???”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Um. . . Sweetie I couldn’t understand a thing that you just said. Could you try one more time but slower?If it’s your anxiety I can help you with some breathing practices that I learned from my therapist.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “No. . . No, I’ve got this. Dana. Would you, um, be interested in going out. Like. Dating! A couple. I really really really really really really like you, and I want you to be my girlfriend, if you would be interested in being mine.”
    

    
      
    

    
      I couldn’t bear to look her in the eyes when confessing, keeping my gaze steady towards the ground. I knew she would say no. She was bound to, and I understand. I just had to try. Eventually the silence got too much for me. I peeked up at her face and all I saw was a look of confusion.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Um…” This was rare, I often didn’t get to see Dana at a loss for words. Usually it was the other way around. “Could you run that by me again? I just, I’m really confused. Is this a joke?”
    

    
      
    

    
      Oh God this is going so wrong. I knew she wouldn’t be interested in someone like me. Time to go for the hard sell I guess. Maybe, against all odds I can convince her that we would be a good couple together.
    

    
      
    

    
      “You’re just so special Dana. I’ve never met anyone like you in my life. I feel like we just click on such a real level. If you’re not interested in me I understand, I just needed to tell you how I feel. Also like everyone else thinks we should get together or have already gotten together too so I guess we have to to make everyone in our life happy.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Claire.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Yeah Dana.” My heart was pumping at a furious bpm in my chest. This was it. She was going to turn me down, and that’s okay but I would probably hate Christmas forever. You had it coming Christmas, you over capitalized commercial hell day! I never liked you anyway!
    

    
      
    

    
      “I love you so much you colossal dummy. But I’m pretty sure we’re already dating.” She said, closing the gap even more on the couch between the two of us. If she was any closer she would be sitting on my lap, a prospect that I instantly craved and was terrified by. Being so close was giving me flashbacks to our hug back at Big Plays. She still smelled sublimely of vanilla, and this time I was the one wrapped up in her strong and comforting arms. 
    

    
      
    

    
      It was a good thing we were already hugging because my brain just didn’t really feel like processing the information. My mouth gaped open and I know I looked like a bimbo, puzzling out what was going on. “What?? When? Why? Where???” I couldn’t even verbalize full questions, everything was just bouncing around in my brain. How long have we been? We’re? What?
    

    
      
    

    
      “Well probably a little bit after I first moved in. We just got so close and I thought it was this unspoken bond. That we both felt that way and that's why we were cuddling and being all up in each other's personal space all the time. Hell, I even asked you if you wanted to be my girl.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Like, good friend who is a girl. LIke #1 girl. Like the girl that you want to hang out with. Of course I’d say yes, I’m your. . .I”m your girl. Your cutie. Your lady and oh my God all of those weren’t just roommate names huh.” Dana just laughed and shook her head. Oh my god this is so embarrassing. She must think I’m the biggest idiot on Earth. 
    

    
      
    

    
      “If we’re… If we’ve been...” I paused, almost scared to say it out loud.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Girlfriends?” Dana laughed and winked.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Yeah. Yeah girlfriends. If we’re girlfriends. Could . . . could I kiss you?”
    

    
      
    

    
      Before she said anything to respond, she gently took my chin in her hand and tilted me up to her face. Her soft lips pressed against me and I tasted the fruity bliss of her lip gloss. The kiss lingered and chained into another, and then another. I murmured and sighed as she nibbled at my lip and we explored each others mouth for a perfect moment. I had to push away because I was already this blushing gasping mess, I couldn’t take it. I was melting into this puddle of a girl from the simplest of kisses. 
    

    
      
    

    
      She brushed a bit of hair back from in front of my face and tucked it behind my ear. “Oh my gosh Claire, you oblivious little lesbian, I’ve literally been waiting for you to ask me that since I moved in.” 
    

    
      
    

    
      “Well then, I guess you wouldn’t mind if we did it again. And maybe again. Just to practice to make sure we get it right, you know. I don’t want to-” I was interrupted by Dana grabbing my shoulders and yanking me down on top of her on the couch in a decidedly unfriend-like position. “Claire shut up and kiss me, right now.” 
    

    
      
    

    
      What could I do but obey?
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      Boxing Day -1 Day Until Christmas
    

    
      “Okay,” Dana said through fits of laughter, “Okay just so we’re clear. You thought that I was cuddling up close to you and being super physical with you just because we were roommates who supported each other?”
    

    
      
    

    
      We were curled up in bed in an entirely non platonic way, reveling in the feeling of our bodies next to each other. I was acutely aware of every point of contact, every little stroke and touch making me want to give her as much love as I possibly could. 
    

    
      
    

    
      “I swear it made sense at the time,” I pouted, I had gotten awfully good at that in the last few hours. It turns out Dana really likes it when I get all bratty. In fact she really liked it because then she could- well. It's complicated and would take a little while to explain but lemme tell you it feels great. 
    

    
      
    

    
      After what felt like hours on the couch, we rushed off to the bedroom giggling and playing around like two giddy schoolgirls. Our presents were left all but forgotten under the tree. Eventually we emerged for pizza but then one thing led to another and we were kissing pressed up against the fridge and the kitchen table and really any kind of furniture that she could press me against. Dana had been such a patient “girlfriend” and thought I just wanted to take it slow, but after my confession the floodgates had broken loose. All of our pent up passion and attraction exploded into a flurry of kisses at the nape of the neck. Wandering hands and passionate sighs. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Sure I had kissed someone before, but this was the first time I experienced what it was like as a girl. To be vulnerable and soft with my partner, who helped guide me and talk me through what made each other feel good. Eventually we passed out in each others arms, sleepily awaking the next day hoping that it wasn’t just some kind of erotic dream.
    

    
      
    

    
      Dana reached over and lazily stroked my cheek, “I know we’re both new to being a girl, but no, women don’t act like that all the time with their platonic friends.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “I know that nowwwwww. Thank you so much. I mean we never really had the conversation about us being an item. I just thought we were like, such good buddies. Hell,  I didn’t even think you were interested in me.” This time the pout was real. I had been doing pretty well keeping my self doubt under control but there was still such a strong part of me who thought that I was dreaming. That there was no way in the world that Dana would want to be with someone like me.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Oh my God Claire you really are oblivious.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “What?”
    

    
      
    

    
      “I don’t know if you have asked any of the other members of our Monster of the Week game, but I have never taken them out to dinner to “get to know their character” before. I was genuinely surprised you bought that.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “You mean-”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Claire. You are one of the most amazing people I have ever met and I have had a crush on you as long as I’ve known you. I thought I was being so blatantly obvious about it. I mean, you have got such a good heart. Who would take their friend in on such a short notice? Who would be immediately supportive of a friends transition and make sure everyone got her pronouns right. Who would laugh at all my stupid jokes. Someone who is a genuine funny girl. Someone who stole my heart.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Damn that girl must be special.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Yeah. She is. And she’s hot as fuck too.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Wow can I meet her?”
    

    
      
    

    
      “How about this, I’m going to hold you down and kiss you until you admit that you’re a hot girl who I absolutely adore. We’re gonna break through this self-depreciation until you realize that I love you and think you’re just the cutest.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “This is torture,” I squirmed under her gaze both loving and having a panic attack at the attention. “Cruel and unusual punishment. You’re not supposed to make a trans girl admit she’s cute. That’s barbaric. Evil.” My voice quieted down between each gentle kiss that ramped up in intensity the more that I protested. I swear in 24 hours I had learned so much about my body and what felt really, really good. “This is. . sinister.” I gasped.
    

    
      
    

    
      Eventually I relented and she peeled off of me, giving me one last kiss and curling up resting her head on my budding chest. Even if I had a long way to go for my hormones to really do their work, I felt so feminine in that moment. So cherished and appreciated. 
    

    
      
    

    
      I sighed, content, and looked at my girlfriend. “We’re kind of awful at talking about our feelings huh.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Yeah.” Dana murmured dreamily.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Wanna post about this on Reddit and get gay girl famous?”
    

    
      
    

    
      She held my head in both her hands and placed multiple kisses one after the other. “Babe that sounds absolutely incredible. A warning to all those girls out there who don’t realize just how much their ‘roommate’ is crazy about them. I love you, my little idiot.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “I love you too, my totally useless lesbian.” She rolled over to try to grab her phone from her bedside table, but before she could even get to it I yanked her back onto the bed and tumbled on top of her. I grasped her wrists in my hands, feeling her warmth and the softness of her skin. Leaning over I started placing gentle kisses across her neck, paying close attention to the areas that made her squirm the most. Someone had to pay her back for all the teasing. It was a tough job, but I guess I had to do it. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Damn I guess my therapist was right. Getting out of the house really was good for me.
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