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Shall I tell you the secret of the whole world? It is that we have only known the back of the world. We see everything from behind, and it looks brutal. That is not a tree, but the back of a tree. That is not a cloud, but the back of a cloud. Cannot you see that everything is stooping and hiding a face? If we could only get round in front …

G. K. Chesterton

I’m attached to this adversity as to a friendship, I can’t explain it.

Mihail Sebastian




Report I





Recognition

While everyone remembers the twinning trend, few recall that it followed a succession of less renowned and well-documented trends, and preceded another sequence of short-lived and just-as-forgettable trends, and while many will remember such trends as being relentlessly in circulation, that the rapid replacement of trends by further trends was itself trending, they perhaps won’t recall that these trends tended to emerge from the Author Academies, our specialised, elite institutions for the technical training and advancement of storytellers, artists, poets, all advanced members of the creative classes, whatever their tools and however they preferred to be labelled: simple and unpretentious renderers or redeemers of experience; pragmatic content harvesters or qualia-miners; shamanic readers of the ether; in short, any and all explorers of the individual and collective psyche.

Those who were in the vicinity of the earliest occurrences of twinning might dispute the exact circumstances of its initial bursts of growth, its alarming budding and burgeoning, precisely when and where they first noticed it, how and why they discussed it, analysed it, mocked it, wondered sleeplessly about it, defended it, participated in it, fell finally for its seductions and succumbed to its various doomy conclusions, survived it, condemned it, distanced themselves from it, denied their involvement in it, forgot it, remembered it, and reanimated it, as is occurring before your eyes, in this account. A handful of the better informed members of the aspiring generation of that period would place its appearance, anyway, quite definitely in a block of days that for each of them retain a fierceness of light, a faint psychic hum, and an atmosphere that seems only to thicken the more they consider it, pervading the present tense, which by comparison seems thin almost to the point of transparency: a layer of laminate placed over a reeking oil cloth, or some other such potent relic. Yes, by that measure the present is insipid and savourless, they might say to themselves, as they sink further into reminiscence, or whatever they term the patient excavations underway by the private lamplight of their own brains, operating less certainly than they once had, being more porous in that department, but perhaps actually holding their old stores of knowledge more faithfully because of this. Who can say.

Most, as I say, would fix it here: a pyramid sharehouse in the city of Northwick, at one time a graveyard of warehouses circling a declined car assembly plant, but subsequently sheened and primped, implanted with the buzzy retail outlets and sleek eateries necessary to attract tens of hundreds of international candidates to populate its freshly unboxed dorm blocks and education hubs, replete with purple furniture, floating beds and interactive gaming floors. At night, cropped by lozenge-shaped windows, freshmen could be seen tensing over old-style foosball tables, funnelling in and out of karaoke booths, assuming the prayer postures of ten-pin bowling, or swooshing adroitly at indoor golfing ranges. References to the town’s manufacturing heritage were preserved in the names and outlines of the newbuilds – the tablet-corner windows echoed those of a nostalgic hatchback model – and in the weak industrial flavour of the décor.

A sophomore cohort had assembled in one of the cosier living areas, in hope of thawing the induction week awkwardness by swapping some anecdotes on the theme of embarrassment and social misfires, one of the riskier but more enticing options recommended by the welcome bumf, a wadge of emoting literature they’d slipped from its frosted wallet the previous evening. One of the candidates, Carl Sample, had introduced himself with feigned nerves and diffusive charm as a freeform poet, brand incubator and inanimate rights campaigner, currently training in several practically extinct artisanal processes, including calligraphy, and was confiding over the bar of his personal warmth a near pathological fear of physical violence. Carl was morbidly afraid, purely and simply, he said to the attentive faces of ten or so of his peers, shelved on various low sofas and bean bags, of being involved in some kind of altercation, and more than that, he was afraid of actually being punched. The thought had seeded in him during the past semester, eventually inducing the full-blown state of anxiety he was currently experiencing.

During a solitary night-time walk he’d been accosted by some men from the town, had his woolly hat taken from him and lofted about in the air over his head, to general taunting. After this, Carl Sample claimed, he was sure he would be punched – most likely while walking home from one of the dark bars that catered with their inflated prices and grotto-like interiors to the incoming author candidates of Northwick Author Development Academy, and emphatically not to the townspeople of Northwick. It was a matter of timing and a matter of luck, but one of these days he was going to be punched – this was the thought that had started running through Carl’s head on his night-time walks, his footsteps marking the assonances he had discovered in the sentence – what could he say, he was a poet! This thought, of his being punched, preoccupied him nearly every waking minute, or at least every minute he was out in the world, out in the town of Northwick, exposed to its unpredictable weather and social vibrations, its chance collisions and fleeting encounters, which sooner or later, he felt sure, would combine like the aligning intricacies of a lock, in such a way that he would be punched – in the head, most likely. Punched to the ground, and once there, defenceless, possibly kicked too, he thought. Having been punched, he would then be kicked – punched in the head and then kicked in the guts, in the natural order of things. This was an event that he knew awaited him, perhaps not today, perhaps not tomorrow, but if not today or tomorrow, one of the days very soon after.

It had begun to strike him as insane, Carl Sample was saying, that people willingly involved themselves in the open environment of a city, unshielded from its random occurrences, its unfiltered and untraceable assortment of inhabitants, its mysteriously associated patterns and themes, which had begun to communicate themselves as direct warnings to Carl during his cautious perambulations. A sense of fatedness had emerged, he said, a sense that he was sure lurked in the consciousness of all inhabitants of a city, resulting from their constant exposure to unquantifiable and unforeseeable events. Any event that befell him, even in a city the size of Northwick, which was hardly a city at all, was actually of no consequence, he had now realised. However seemingly significant or insignificant an event below a certain scale was, it was all absorbed into the indistinct, disinterested and almost congenial mood-wash that constituted its public emotional life.

This is what he was finding hardest to accept – that the incumbent reality of his being punched in the head, and possibly kicked, was of no more consequence than, for example, a crumpled can being dropped next to a bin, or a black leaf fluttering along the pavement – an undistinguished, lower-case event, registering its place among a ceaseless procession. Having realised that his interior life was ruled by the possible materialisation of a punch aimed at his head, and that his days were measured against its ever-increasing likelihood – each day that passed brought it closer, he reasoned, the future violent event having a shrinking pool of dates in which to manifest – Carl had decided to free himself of this future violent event by actively bringing it upon himself. He was taking control of the fact he would be punched in the head by determining when he would be punched in the head – he was pre-emptively getting himself punched in the head, as it were, so as to avoid the agonised period of waiting for this future blow to appear, without warning, out of the thin air. And so he planned, this evening – and any of the cohort who were concerned or intrigued enough were welcome to accompany him – to walk into the town centre and there get punched in the head by somebody. Tonight, he said, he was going to get punched, somewhere in the town centre, somewhere in his body, probably – hopefully – in his head. He intended to achieve this by exhibiting the kind of entitled and presumptuous behaviour he imagined would quickly enrage the locals of Northwick, and he had no doubt of his prospective success on this front, because he had exhibited such behaviour before, with the result that on one occasion his woolly hat had been taken from him and lofted into the air, while he ran from one of his tormentors to the next, trying in vain to retrieve it.

The other candidates had been listening sympathetically to Carl Sample’s confession, although it roamed outside of the conventions of the scheduled group-share they were engaged in. Those nearest to Carl still tipped their faces at generous and encouraging angles, but as the effects of his charm diminished towards the fringes of the circle, there were others who felt a mild but steadily encroaching scepticism about the work – because it was, in fact, they thought, a work that Carl Sample was proposing, and this was a dimension of his story he was being evasive about – his plan to get punched in the head was obviously, as was becoming clear to them, an early iteration of a new work he was pitching to the group, through the guise of the revealing anecdote. Those on the edges of the circle were uneasy; the cohort was not in a group crit, with its stable codes of conduct and formal boundaries, but in their shared living area, spending an evening connecting through activities with no study value. It was a minor infraction of the guidelines for Carl to present a work-in-progress in this context, and the infraction was made more troubling by the fairly brazen manipulations he was employing. This might be due, a couple of the candidates thought, to the ethically vexed nature of the piece being proposed, because the consequences of Carl Sample’s being punched in the head could easily be more serious than he anticipated – they were guaranteed not to transpire as he imagined them. They might be serious not only for Carl, from a medical standpoint, but for his attackers, from a legal standpoint. What Carl was planning might be interpreted, actually, as a kind of entrapment of the unfortunate person in Northwick town centre he was intending to goad into causing him bodily harm. In this sense, Carl Sample’s plan could be viewed as an attempt to exact his revenge, if not on the same group of townsfolk who had relieved him of his woolly hat, lofting it into the air over his head and taunting him with its return, as he had said twice already, then upon some adequate stand-ins for that group. But to those that knew him, this logic didn’t square with Carl’s usual way of operating, as he was frequently heard diagnosing the stark inequalities between the townsfolk and the Northwick Author Development Academy candidates, how the disparities between the two communities were brought into painful relief by their close proximity, and never more so than when the NADA candidates made misguided attempts to engage with the townsfolk of Northwick on an equal footing. These attempts came across as patronising and inept, Carl Sample volunteered, and without fail deepened the already pronounced divisions between the NADA candidates on the one hand – young, but not as young as they appeared, over-educated, independently moneyed, with cultural sway and advancing public profiles, and the townsfolk on the other – functionally anonymous, raised in a place of vanishingly few prospects, confronted with the almost overnight transformation of their hometown into a playground for a rarefied cultural elite. Carl was aware of all this, so he said, and therefore it seemed uncharacteristic of him to propose an idea that to all appearances traded on his circumstantial advantages.

And what nature of work was this, they wondered, that Carl Sample was outlining to them, his peers? Some kind of gonzo documentarian project? Material for one of his meandering and self-regarding ‘freeform’ poems? Research into the rights of the inanimate, perhaps, they thought, remembering Carl Sample’s woolly hat? All of these might be strategies encouraged by the faculty – because it was expected at Northwick Author Development Academy that candidates undertake a largely self-determined programme of study and research, intended to profoundly challenge, and ultimately overhaul and retool their authorial practices. The candidates at NADA were not novices at their craft, uninitiated in the art of exposure and dissemination – despite the programme’s language of induction and initiation, the candidates at NADA tended to be well established in their disciplines, celebrated even, and what characterised them as a group was not their unextracted talent, but rather a particular kind of undisguised social thirst. So although the programme had been set up with the purpose of assisting early-career authors, these days most of those who were recruited to Northwick Academy’s prestigious Author Development programme, while still being as young as they could conceivably be – NADA had even admitted teenage candidates on a few occasions – were already held aloft by currents of esteem. Being a published author in this day and age was really only the first stage to becoming an author, as the faculty liked to say on visiting days, and if admission to NADA was frankly competitive, then competition between the various other Author Academies that had sprung up in quick succession, after the success of NADA’s innovation became apparent, hoovering up precious funding and publicity, was brutal. So the lure of a fresh batch of high-achieving and eager fledgling authors to Northwick Author Development Academy, whose presence guaranteed the further enrichment of its reputation, was matched only by the appeal of Northwick Author Development Academy to that same incoming generation of authors, on the brink of quantifiable success.

Northwick Author Development Academy offered what they referred to in their promotional packages of video trailers and full-page magazine ads as a hothouse environment; its candidates displayed bewildering leaps forward soon after enrolment, and occasionally ascended upon graduation to an apparently unfettered author lifestyle, comprised of non-stop attendance at residencies and festivals in intriguingly diverse locations. Several had even gone on to establish their own ‘Author Houses’, carefully orchestrated writing cells that produced a continuous outflow of material to be published under the lead author’s name, and which had grown almost to rival in rates of recruitment NADA and its sibling institutions, with the crucial difference that the students recruited to these proliferating Author Houses were hired, essentially, as glorified research assistants or interns for the established author-alumni who ran them, the critics of these houses said. Each house bore the author’s name as its blazon – House Deanna Honor, House Nathaniel Isoku, House Randall Jarvis, House Margot Krump. As well as redrafting and proofing, the hirelings at the Author Houses were expected to deliver chapter plans and info hauls to order, and conduct other author-drudgery such as research trips, signings, invoicing and blurbs, the critics of these houses said. Sometimes entire books were assembled by the author-assistants, it was rumoured, to be credited entirely to their overseeing author-managers, after passing stringent quality tests, in the manner of studio hands to some formidable old master, trained to draft a series of mindless yet accomplished imitations. Controversies circulated about this relatively recent phenomenon, the Author House, many believing it to be a barely disguised exploitative enterprise, in which no one who was recruited, despite their genuine talent and application, ever received anything but the paltriest acknowledgement or tokens of legitimacy. Instead their work and time was added silently to the legacy of their employer, the overseeing author-manager or author-master, as some had begun styling them. The author-masters or author-managers behind the Author Houses had produced elaborate, in-depth defences of their organisations – written no doubt by their obliging author-serfs, the critics of these houses claimed – in which they pointed out that at least they provided their author-employees with substantial salaries in exchange for their services, unlike the Author Academies which, on the contrary, actually charged their author-candidates for the privilege of attending their hubristic author-institutions. They also offered rigorous training of a sort that would never be found in the old-style Author Academies, with their self-determined study and substanceless theories of disruptive discipline. They, the Author Houses, at least trained their author-workers properly, endowed them with a marketable skill set, as well as gifting them valuable lessons about the inner workings of author-life, which no one would ever gain insight about at a traditional Author Academy, with its outdated and fanciful picture of the industry, tainted beyond recognition by the viewpoints of its tutors, who often held vendettas against the same author-industry that they fed off shamelessly – they all had records of stuffing their students’ heads with nothing but complete nonsense on the subject. The hapless author-tutors of the Author Academies, the author-managers of the Author Houses said, were jaded beyond belief, utterly out of touch, as they had remained in their author-tutoring bubble for years, so for many of them the experience of actual authoring was a dim and vacant memory. The new breed of author-masters or author-managers of the Author Houses should know exactly what they were talking about, they added, as they were themselves ex-candidates of Author Academies. They knew exactly the nature of the failings of these institutions, and they had developed their own corrective institutions in response; these new author-institutions, they said, were reality-attuned and pragmatically run – and if anyone doubted their seriousness, a slightly adjusted version of the already fully functioning Author House, the entirely accessible and non-elitist Author Stable, was forthcoming. The author-tutors of the Author Academies, roused into articulacy, responded by observing that the obvious achievements of the author-managers of the Author Houses only proved the continuing power and influence of the ‘old-fashioned’ organisations that had spawned them, in that they were still able to produce bold, freethinking and iconoclastic author-innovators by the hundred, and so the reputations of the academies would remain unaffected by the rise of these would-be alternative author-avenues. Others ventured that aspiring authors of all stripes, whatever their institutional allegiances, would coexist peacefully after this period of destabilisation and uncertainty, occurring quite naturally in the wake of profound changes to the author landscape.

All of the current candidates were in agreement, anyway, that nothing was or should be off-limits for the exemplary candidate of Northwick Author Development Academy. Recent graduates had branched into collaboration on policy drafting, product design, analytics, think tanks, and also stranger and more shadowy enterprises, about which persistent speculation circulated. These exceptional alumni – once poets and novelists, aphorists and tall-taletellers, later walking advertisements for NADA – had accelerated clear of the arts altogether, and were pictured in image hoardings whose webmasters sought to uncover connections between the elites of various cultural spheres. With long smiles, they touched arms with a rapidly changing roster of oligarchs, ex-senators, banned sportspeople, rogue academics, podhosts, media fixers and cult personalities, before disappearing from public sight altogether, presumably into the opaque waters of the anonymously rich.

The Northwick Author Development Programme had minted its own prophecy, so to speak, through its canny management and targeted recruitment drives. Many happy hours were spent by the faculty at the end of the spring, dragging headshots in and out of the next semester’s proposed cohort, predicting to each other the most combustible-looking pairings and likely-looking trysts. As a result, the mood that reigned among the latest intake of NADA candidates was the inaudible, interpersonal buzz of the specially recognised – every group crit seemed to sparkle with blades, every seminar room was a room full of exceptions. From early in their first year, the candidates vied with one another to put their practices under ever more intense pressure, ever more microscopic scrutiny, ever more sensory disorganisation, as advocated by the Northwick Author Development Academy faculty, so as to achieve maximum levels of disorientation and self-doubt, and so emerge from the self-generated baptismal fires cleansed and reforged, as galvanised author-examples, armed with improved range, deepened self-knowledge, finer aim – individuated, sharpened, shatterproofed, the completed candidate was turned in the light upon graduation by the academy’s technicians of the soul, where it gleamed like a prime instrument. Glory indeed. Double glory!

But how was this vaunted programme of disturbance and destruction carried out? Stories of blindfolded writing workshops and silent lectures sprang from the earliest days of the programme, before its experimental ethos had been refined. In the first week of term, a bespoke menu of study was drawn up, contract style, between faculty and candidate – these were tailored to the author-applicant as needed, but generally speaking, poets were required to read economics, while novelists undertook fine art training, and memoirists studied geography. Further specialisation resulted in further complementary or interruptive obligations; the librettist, for example, was instructed in astrology, the fantasy epicist was schooled in physics. The media columnist was fed tragedies from antiquity. Rhetoricians and contrarians were lectured on baroque music. Screenwriters got to grips with theology. Essayists paid their dues to abstraction; satirists absorbed zoology. The polemicist faced philosophy. The true crime author took ayahuasca. The political commentator, unusually, was given more politics to chew on. The comics author was trained in hand-to-hand combat. Arts correspondents got into sports. Theorists had to dance. The second-years that were ringed around Carl Sample, however, as he issued his invitation to accompany him into town and there observe an act of violence being visited upon his person, were already aware that their cohort was proving unusual, that they had caused their course leaders serious consternation, which had in turn sent vibrations of doubt through their group.

It was at the culmination of the first year that they realised things had gone seriously awry. Their annual portfolios had been bound at the start of the summer, and if appropriate exhibited or performed for institutional and peer evaluation, and as they wandered individually through the pages of finely produced monographs, or in small groups through NADA’s clinical galleries and cavernous performance spaces, it had gradually dawned on each of them: all of the work was the same. Not identical in form, obviously, or execution, or style, or subject matter, but on some deeper and more indivisible level, all of the work was the same – the same impoverished spirit was discernible, the same complaining note was heard; each of the works appeared to contain the same set of assumptions, in that they tended to obstinately question any identifiable assumption; each possessed the same set of messages, in that they in general evaded providing a parseable message – in short, each contained the same meaning, in that they refrained wholly from committing to any paraphraseable meaning. The effect was a profoundly disheartening one, and it impacted heavily on all of the candidates, without exception, although none of them was bold enough to broach it directly with each other, or with the NADA faculty. The professors for their part also deferred the issue, opting to wait out the summer break before raising it, well aware this gave the candidates more time to brood on the predicament they found themselves in. While the candidates were obviously hoping and expecting to be challenged by the NADA process, they also in a more straightforward sense wanted results – results were what they were paying for – and results sooner rather than results later, in the form of appreciable progress in their individual writing practices: enhancements that made them more recognisably themselves, and therefore more inimitable, therefore more marketable to a prospective audience. The outcome they had arrived at was almost the exact converse of this. There was some real horror here, as the faculty knew, because what could be more disappointing and inhibiting to a developing artist than the discovery that rather than becoming more unique and more recognisable, they had in fact become markedly less unique and less recognisable; that rather than diverging creatively and determinedly on their own rising limb of artistic evolution, they had instead converged with their peers onto the same substantial, weary trunk; rather than achieving jewel-like distinction, they had been blended together into an undifferentiated mass. It was difficult even for the author-tutors to distinguish whose work was whose, in the outpouring of self-questioning and pathologically avoidant textual matter before them – one candidate blurred immediately into the next, the same ideas and motifs surfaced across poem sequences, novelettes and monologues, to the extent that the assembled corpus felt, they realised, more like the work of a single author – not an author in control of their destiny, speaking carefully to their moment and their audience, but rather an author completely out of control, with no grasp of their purpose, with zero awareness of the impression they were making. The work resembled, in other words, the work of a madman, and not a vital and inspired madman, but a dreary and derivative madman, a boring and unlikeable madman who tirelessly and involuntarily churned out charmless and predictable material, possibly by decorating the walls of his madhouse with his own bodily fluids. The faculty members actually couldn’t bring themselves to do more than skim these annual portfolios, once they realised what had happened to the cohort in question, so depressing were the offerings – the eyes moved over the words, but the brain refused to absorb and process the words, as if protecting itself from the perhaps infectious spirit of mediocrity that ran rampantly through every line of every manuscript.

The current batch of students had appeared so promising, the faculty lamented in private, alone or to their partners or in their throuples. They wondered what could have happened to have resulted in such a lacklustre, insipid output from such a promising contingent of young writers. Could it be that their own methods were at fault? As soon as this question surfaced it was dismissed, however, often unvocalised, as each of the faculty members had staked every iota of their reputations on their pedagogical methods, methods that were initially so controversial and that had attracted such ridicule in the press, until they began producing the indisputable results that the current success of NADA had been built on. It could only be an anomaly, they told themselves, and eventually told each other, having mulled the question down to a comfortable size, when they liaised for admissions briefings at the end of the summer. However, the issue had not diminished for the members of the cohort in question – for each it had taken on epic proportions, fuelled by spiralling anxiety dreams and insomniac internal monologues, achieving ever larger dimensions, thanks to it being in no way divided up between them, rationalised and controlled through sane and alleviating dialogue, as it had been by the NADA faculty. Each individual candidate bore the entire weight of the situation themselves, so each individual candidate spent the summer alone, in their own madhouse, perhaps imagining that none of their companions had even noticed the unthinkable defect that had marred their end-of-year evaluations, traditionally a cause for celebration and mutual appreciation, but in this instance a cause of vertiginous ego collapse and deep personal shame.

The spectre of a house style was something that the institution itself had always repressed, one faculty member, Dirk Coolidge, had said to his colleagues. It was only natural that this repressed idea would sooner or later surface, he went on – sooner or later it was bound to surface, due to it having been actively omitted from their discussions of pedagogy for so many years – despite their strong inner resistance, it had occurred to them all separately that the emergence of a house style was a possibility, given the highly interventionist techniques advocated by NADA, but none of them had publicly countenanced this idea. It was only natural that this undercurrent would find a way to surface, sooner or later, Dirk Coolidge said, and now here it was in front of them, the result they all secretly feared, the inadvertent appearance of an out-and-out house style, its symptoms exhibited by every student on the programme. It was utterly predictable, he said, when you came to think about it. On one level, of course, it was a disaster, Coolidge went on, laughing ruefully and silently for a second, but it was a disaster that had already happened and that they were already on the way to resolving – he had, and he knew he wasn’t the only one, the utmost faith in the cohort in question, and felt certain deep down that the key to moving beyond the disaster lay with them, with their ingenuity and resourcefulness. It was for this reason that he questioned his colleague Nadine Sprax’s proposal that they address all of this directly with the cohort in the first seminar of the new term. In his view this would likely lead to further paralysis and terror, Coolidge said. It would lead to a potentially dangerous emotional reaction that would be at best unpredictable, at worst catastrophic. Much safer, Coolidge continued, to allow the candidates to feel their way to a response themselves – this way we are trusting them with their own perceptions and intuitions. And this is the NADA way, folks, is it not? We accord the highest respect to our candidates, we do not presume to instruct, we seek only to probe and to perturb. Perhaps they have already discussed the situation among themselves, over the summer, or perhaps they are discussing it among themselves at this very moment, or perhaps it won’t be necessary for them to discuss it among themselves; perhaps discussing it among themselves is precisely the last thing required at this juncture, and the situation needs to be worked through in silence, in the individual heads of each individual candidate, percolated in a sub-social fashion, until a remedy is ready to be made manifest. This actually strikes me as plausible, Dirk Coolidge said, looking around at his colleagues with a surprised smile, the more I think about it and the more I talk about it, the more plausible it sounds, and the more I like it!

It was this shared but uncommunicated knowledge that haunted the gathering of second-year candidates as they listened to Carl Sample’s ludicrous proposal, one or two even wondering if what they were witnessing was the first attempted exit from the dead end the cohort had designed for itself. Given that they were hearing the proposal of a work, in Carl’s plan to order up a punch to the head, as many of them now assumed, as well as a resolution of his idiosyncratic social phobia, it would follow that Carl, like all of them to some extent, had spent the summer gnawing at the problem of how to separate himself from his peers at NADA – how to anticipate and so avoid a repetition of the events of the first year, how to differentiate himself from the trajectories of his fellow author-apprentices in the most decisive fashion possible – his idea sounded as if it had emerged from just such a thought process. Looking back, it was impossible that no one else had noticed it, one particular candidate seated towards the outskirts of the group, Isabella Final, thought. Everyone had intuited it and everyone had internalised it, and they were agreeing tacitly, to move past it. Any wary optimism that Isabella Final kindled around this possibility was extinguished, however, because at this point in the evening, just as Carl was readying himself for his departure with an air of resigned heroism, hefting his backpack and donning his woolly hat, the door of the living quarters swung open and a figure staggered in, clutching at their forehead, from which a single stripe of blood ran in a straight line towards their chin.

The confusion that followed was captured by the constantly running fixed-rig recording set-up with which all of the NADA living quarters were installed, in the event that one of its candidates became a breakout author, meaning their study experience could be edited into a digestible entertainment package for sale and broadcast at the most apposite moment – for example, when the breakout author was nominated for or received a high-profile author award for their first post-NADA publication. The returns that NADA received for the resulting eighteen-hour series more than justified the expense of the now-standard fixed-rig set-up, for which the candidates were obliged to sign release forms consenting to the use of their image by NADA after graduation, in whichever way NADA saw fit. These series drew not only on footage from the candidates’ living quarters, though this provided a base level of material from which to confect a narrative, but also recordings from workshops, group crits and one-to-one tutorials with faculty members, intercut with retrospective interviews – again candidates were obliged to participate – as well as sparing interview footage from the time in question. As the NADA Media Production Unit (MPU) had little to no idea which of the candidates were likely to emerge as that year’s breakout author, typically they hedged their bets and briefly interviewed every candidate. Even if they attempted to anticipate the year’s breakout author, and adjust the quota of interview time accordingly, pressing the NADA faculty for their best guesses on this matter, there was always the possibility that they would be wrong, indeed they had been wrong, resulting in many useless hours of interviews with hopefuls who didn’t merit the effort, and who may have actually had their young author-careers derailed by all the attention they attracted while still only a promising might-be. One year, the media production team had pitched a series on the story of a NADA candidate who despite all indications and auguries, hadn’t gone on to become a breakout author, but instead sank into ignominy and addiction. The arc of this proposed series was judged too dispiriting by the distribution company that bought the series for broadcast, although a first edit was put together, which the NADA faculty was able to get wind of, later informing the Media Production Unit that they would never allow it to be seen by anyone, such was the damage they felt it would inflict on the NADA brand and the NADA legacy – they wouldn’t hesitate to shut down the entire Media Production Unit if they got so much of a hint that they were following this kind of avenue. The incident had made them wary, extremely wary, the NADA faculty communicated shortly afterwards – the future of the Media Production Unit itself now hung in the balance, and a close eye was to be kept on their conduct over the coming candidate cycles.

The Media Production Unit, now on their best behaviour, still couldn’t help gloating in anticipation when they saw the live footage of poet-candidate Jericha Winter lurching into the sophomore living quarters, clutching at her forehead, on which a thread of blood could be seen, even on the low-quality stream on the viewing monitors in the media production hub, situated on a floor beneath the main administrative building, its location known to the faculty, but unknown to the candidates, so as to avoid at all costs any unethical cross-pollination between the Media Production Unit and the active author-candidates. The fixed-rig set-up had to be kept pristine, the NADA faculty believed, if it was to have any integrity in building lucrative narratives for the promotion of the NADA project and the reputations of its breakout candidates. Of course, this didn’t prevent the members of the Media Production Unit taking an interest in the current crop – they were mostly, and perhaps unsurprisingly, NADA graduates themselves, who had excelled in their various intakes and been offered their prestigious although secretive roles as soon
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