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Ellen looked around and, not for the first time that night, wondered why she was there at all.

The music thumped around the room in a steady, heavy beat that vibrated through her chest and rattled the cheap glasses on the makeshift bar. The conversation was lively, if chaotic—bursts of laughter, high-pitched voices rising in the din, occasional whoops, and clinks of drinks being toasted. The air was thick with the smell of alcohol, something Ellen had never acquired a taste for—never liked the effects it had on people. Fortunately, there was no smell of smoke or anything stronger. All forms of smoking, at least, had long since been banned in indoor venues such as this.

She smoothed down her black pencil skirt, tugging at the waistband to make sure it sat just right, then crossed her legs—right over left, always the more feminine way—and felt the comforting swish of her tights. A small, satisfied smile tugged at her lips.

Presentation was everything. Her makeup was carefully applied, and her auburn wig fell just below her shoulders, framing her face in gentle waves. She knew she looked good tonight. Better than most other nights, maybe. And the silicone breast forms she wore gave her that illusion of shape that always gave her a little swell of pride.

Still, despite how well she passed, Ellen felt like a bystander at her own event. She knew why she came to these meetings, of course. She had to, in a way. This was the only place in her town where someone like her could meet others without fear, without sideways glances or hushed tones behind her back.

The local cross-dressing club met every other Friday in this makeshift venue—a room above a tired parade of shops that had seen better days. It was safe, the group was generally welcoming, and it was all anonymous.

But it wasn’t what she wanted.

What she truly longed for—ached for—was to be out and about in the world. To be seen, not as someone playing dress-up but truly seen—as a woman. A woman who could walk through a shopping centre unnoticed, maybe offered help with a smile. Someone who could browse clothes in a boutique without the assistant glancing twice—buy underwear, bras, and panties, without any fuss.

Someone who could sit in a café, sip coffee, cross her legs, and just be herself.

Instead, here she was. Surrounded by what felt like a parody of her own dream.

The room was filled with all sorts of people—different ages and sizes, from different social strata. Some shuffled uncomfortably on the dance floor, unsure of their steps but swaying anyway to the pulsing music. Others propped up the bar, their wigs slightly askew, lipstick faded or smudged, hands wrapped around pints of lager or gin and tonics with more gin than tonic. Animated conversation sparked at each table, some in booming male voices that didn’t match the delicate earrings or sparkly dresses their owners wore.

Ellen tried not to judge. She really did. But it was hard not to feel...separate, different.

She scanned the room, eyes catching on a man in a flowery dress who hadn’t bothered with a wig or makeup. Just a man in a dress, laughing with a friend over something probably inappropriate. Then there were the others—like her—who had tried harder. Who cared about presentation. But even amongst them, there were little things: man-spread knees, deep belly laughs, the heavy clink of rings against pint glasses. Male mannerisms in a feminine packaging.

She didn’t want to be amongst them. She wanted more, something different.

But this was a small town. There weren’t any other groups. No stylish meetups in restaurants or bookshops or walking groups. Just this—the cross-dressing club in the only function room that would have them, sandwiched above a vape shop and a boarded-up travel agency.

Where else could she go? It wasn’t always safe or easy to walk the streets alone, not in heels, not in the wrong part of town, and not when her gender presentation might invite the wrong sort of attention. In the early days, she’d tried once to just blend in, to visit a café as Ellen, alone, and though no one had said anything directly, the glances had spoken volumes.

Ellen looked again at the crowd. Most of the people were kind, good intentioned. Some were warm, offering friendly greetings. A few had become friendly enough to chat with outside the meeting. And yet, Ellen always wondered why so many who cross-dressed made so little effort to adopt the full persona—why they kept their gruff voices, why they didn’t train themselves to sit differently, move differently. Why some ordered beer in pints instead of wine or water—or why they even drank at all, given the damage alcohol does to your body...and figure! Maybe they didn’t care, maybe they didn’t want to be women—they just wanted to feel like one for an evening. To her that was fine, that was their choice.

But it wasn’t hers.

She sighed, sipping the sparkling water she’d ordered earlier. She didn’t want to laugh along at the crass joke someone nearby was telling. She wanted something gentler, more refined, something elegant. A quiet confidence in her gender identity.

As she looked around again, her gaze fell upon the admirers—the men who hovered awkwardly at the bar, usually older, mostly alone. Some claimed to be curious. Others were more direct in their desires. Some were kind, pleasant to talk to, others not. Ellen avoided them all when she could. They weren’t the answer, and she had no wish to be an experiment, an experience.

She had come here tonight hoping, maybe, to feel part of something. Instead, she felt lonelier than ever.

Her phone buzzed in her handbag. She pulled it out, grateful for the distraction. A message from Claire.

Hi Ellen, how’s the club? I’m still up if you need to talk.

Claire was her one solace. A woman she had met through an online support forum six months ago. They had exchanged messages, then calls, and then, cautiously, met for coffee in a nearby town. Claire was a cis woman, but she got it—more than most. She never questioned Ellen’s identity, never spoke over her, and most importantly, never patronised her.

Ellen smiled faintly and typed back: Noisy. A bit much tonight. Might head off early. Fancy a late-night chat?

Claire responded almost immediately. Of course. Call me once you’re home. Be safe. xx

Ellen stood slowly, brushing her skirt straight again, adjusting her blouse, and slipping her handbag onto her shoulder. She offered a few polite goodbyes as she weaved through the crowd. A couple of the regulars waved, one blew her a kiss. She smiled, nodded, didn’t stop.

Outside, the air was cool and crisp, the dull sounds of the town at night far more comforting than the confined chaos she had just left. She took a deep breath and began the walk to her car.

Her heels clicked on the pavement. Her shadow, long and slender and shapely under the streetlamps, looked exactly how she felt inside.

Feminine.

Alone, yes. But still herself.

* * * *
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Chapter 2
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After Ellen finished her a relatively quick chat with Claire—brief, comforting, a ray of warmth in her otherwise conflicted evening—she sat on the arm of the sofa at home, reluctant to begin the dreaded process of changing back. It never got any easier. In many ways, it was like walking backwards, dragging herself back from a version of reality that felt more real into one that she merely endured. She stared across the room at nothing in particular, her figure half-lit in the soft glow of the table lamp, the music from the club still echoing faintly in her ears.

This part of the evening was always the hardest. There was a quiet grief to it—unspoken, puzzling in the eyes of someone who didn’t understand—but very real for her. The ritual of removing her earrings and bracelets felt like taking off parts of herself, small acts of betrayal. Taking off her dress, bra, and panties, revealing the stark reality of her form without shapely hips or well-proportioned natural breasts. And the moment when the wig came off, her carefully styled auburn hair now gone, was particularly jarring. It felt like stepping out of herself, peeling off something more than just silicone and hip shapers—it was a surrender, a resignation.

And once the makeup remover had done its work and the dress was back on its hanger, she knew the emotional weight would settle in as it always did. A dull ache behind the eyes, a tightening in her chest. Not tears, exactly—just that persistent sadness. The reminder that the woman she saw in the mirror just half an hour ago wasn’t one she was permitted to be. Not yet, anyway

Tomorrow, she had work again as Alan. A memo to finish, emails to return. Another morning in trousers and a button-up shirt, her voice measured, her posture precise. A life resumed in a mode she had grown increasingly tired of performing.

As she removed the studs from her earrings with gentle fingers, Ellen’s thoughts drifted—as they so often did lately—to Kate.

It had only been a few months since they’d broken up. The memories still felt recent, sometimes painful. She’d known Kate for nearly two years. They’d started out as friends, bonding over shared tastes in art, architecture, hiking routes, and a fondness for long Sunday brunches. Their connection had blossomed quickly once they acknowledged it for what it was—romantic, mutual, exciting. Within six months, they were practically inseparable. By the end of the first year, they had moved in together.

Kate was someone Ellen had admired even before they had become a couple. Naturally blonde, poised, sharp-witted. A slim figure, elegantly dressed, always thoughtful in her choice of words and wardrobe, mature beyond her years. She had a quiet confidence that drew people in without trying. Ellen had often looked at her not just with affection, but with a strange mixture of longing and aspiration. She’d wonder sometimes: Do I love her because she’s her, or because she’s who I wish I could be?

Their early relationship had been filled with joy and light. Kate, working as a trainee in a busy architectural company, had dreams of completing a master’s degree—possibly full-time if she managed to work out her funding. Ellen had admired her drive and determination, and their weekends had been filled with nature walks, laughter, and shared quality time. But under the surface, Ellen was beginning to feel something shift.

She had started to change.

It wasn’t that Ellen really wanted to keep her cross-dressing secret and longings from Kate. She hadn’t. In fact, she’d felt guilty about not telling her early in the relationship and had come close to telling her many times but worried that, once the secret was out, it was out. Also, as with the fear of many people like her: the huge worry that the partner in the relationship would simply walk away. After all, understanding cross-dressing or complicated gender issues didn’t equate to living with it day in, day out.

As Ellen’s desire to express herself more fully deepened, she found herself struggling with the constraints of cohabitation. Her dressing became more sporadic, more secretive because there was so little time, so little space for it. Ellen needed privacy. She needed long stretches of time to get it right, to feel right. Instead, she had hurried
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