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Clara adjusted her glasses and pushed back from the cluttered desk in her university office, the stack of ungraded papers blurring into a monotonous haze. At thirty-eight, she had spent the last fifteen years dissecting the intricacies of Victorian social structures, her fingers stained from turning pages of yellowed ledgers and her mind sharp from endless debates over class hierarchies and gender norms. Her book on the era's domesticity had earned quiet acclaim, but tenure loomed like a guillotine, demanding publications that felt increasingly hollow. Committees praised her precision while eyeing her single status and childless life as if they were footnotes to her worth. She rubbed her temples, the fluorescent lights buzzing overhead, and closed her laptop with a snap. The rigidity of citations and peer reviews choked her; she craved the raw undercurrents of history, the unspoken desires laced through corsets and calling cards.

The retreat invitation had arrived in her inbox six months prior, forwarded by a colleague who knew her obsessions. "Victorian Indulgence: A Modern Escape into Era Elegance," it promised, nestled in a secluded estate outside London, blending historical authenticity with contemporary freedoms. Clara had hesitated, then booked it on a whim, packing sensible blouses and her favorite monograph on 19th-century etiquette. She told herself it was research, a chance to observe recreated social dynamics firsthand. As the train pulled into the misty countryside, she gripped her suitcase, the weight of unpublished drafts lifting slightly.
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