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“Spirit Falls,” said Dave, “was a magical place, one that we would only arrive at after merciless portaging of our canoes through dense brush, after fording rapids and surviving endless onslaughts of mosquitoes.” Dave, 24, moved around the stage at the front of the class, gesturing largely and using all the space. As he spoke, and moved, Dave tried to conjure up a place and experience that was specific, tangible, sensory and emotive, as they had been instructed. Dave ended with a description of he and his father, settled in at their favourite camping spot, with the sound of the river a safe but comforting distance away. Dave recalled one final time, as they prepared their camp supper of cold canned beans and buns, when his father had told him that he was not going to live much longer, but that he wanted Dave to carry on and be strong. As tears welled in his eyes, Dave wrapped up by chokingly saying Spirit Falls would always be with him. The whole class was also with him, with a few sighs and tears already starting.

The exercise they had been asked to do was to describe a place, real or imaginary, in as much specificity as possible, and the class could later guess if each student's description had been of a place that was real, or imaginary. As he sat back down to watch the next student's performance, people reached out to him, as if just to touch him and offer comfort. Even by his own reckoning, Dave figured he had hammed it up pretty good, and the class was unanimous in voting it to have been a real place. It wasn't. There was no Spirit Falls, and Dave had never had that kind of father. Nonetheless, he sensed that he may have stumbled onto a minor superpower. Very minor probably, but worth grasping onto.

It was his first week at the Stella Adler Studio of Acting in New York, where Dave was squeezing in a quick summer acting school session on the way from Ottawa to Toronto, to start his MBA. To that point, 1985 had been a pretty good year notwithstanding everyone's low expectations of him, and the summer acting thing had been a present to himself for getting accepted into grad school. His writing prof from undergrad would have told him it was also a last chance to save his soul from the clutches of a non-creative life. His prof, Dr. Jamieson, or “please-call-me-Barry,” had been a strong encourager of Dave's writing, and of Dave having a creative, non-business future. Dave had got all that, but he also wanted to eat, and was fascinated by the image of the heartless MBAs reputed to be taking over the world. A short stint in drama school seemed like a fair compromise for his soul. Anyway, he could write about stuff in his spare time, as a hobby, like most grown-ups. Besides, he wondered if please-call-me-Barry might not have had another agenda with respect to the aspiring writer students who hung around with him after classes.

The acting school's staff had been very helpful and were able to arrange billeting and other housing arrangements for incoming students. The school was famous for having helped produce many well-known actors, including Brando, who was an idol of Dave's. As such, the school attracted people from all over. Dave was going to be there on his own resources, and when the school lined up a shared room with two beds at the Senton Hotel just a few doors away, he jumped at the opportunity. They were happy to share that his roomie would also be a fellow Canadian. He could stand anyone for a few weeks, even a fellow acting student, since the shared deal was much less than he had planned on paying.

When Dave first arrived at the hotel, the night before classes were to begin, his room was mostly empty, and it stayed that way at first. There was some evidence of his roomie, but his presence was minimal. After making sure nobody was lurking, Dave crossed into the second bed space, mostly to get a better look at a photo taped to the wall. It was a grainy close-up of the moon in black and white, with a few marks on it, presumably to indicate specific places on the lunar surface. Seemed harmless enough, thought Dave, and he appreciated his roommate's otherwise absence. The first night passed without his roommate showing up at all. Dave figured the guy maybe had gotten lucky very early, and had a girlfriend or boyfriend. Dave headed to school the next day, having appreciated a night alone to settle in and get psyched up for classes. They had been instructed in a welcome letter to show up in comfortable black clothing, as there would be movement lessons and stuff. This was Dave's everyday kind of outfit, so he appreciated the concession to his budget. He was up early that morning, so he headed out to get something to eat and a coffee. He had seen enough TV to want one of those New Yorky coffee cups with the Greek statues or whatever on them, and watched someone ahead of him order a fried egg sandwich and coffee at a food cart, so he did the same. Sitting on a nearby bench, he relished his first day as a New Yorker. An acting student. Already he was playing roles.

Despite killing time, Dave was going to be early to class on this first day, so he went with it. It was heating up outside a bit already, though nothing he hadn't seen before in Ottawa, although New York seemed especially devoid of any relief, or trees, at least in midtown. He decided he'd try to crash the school a bit ahead of time, in case it might be air conditioned. Arriving at the address a few doors over on West 27th, he was surprised to see he could just walk in. When he got to the third floor, he found he could freely wander into the teaching area. There was a reception station, but he guessed the person was off doing something else, or wasn't due on shift yet. So he carried on into the corridors, where the classrooms radiated off along all four sides of the building. There still wasn't anyone around, so he crept around the place, past the classrooms named after famous alumni, and the rough and tumble chairs and boxy things to sit on that were scattered outside several classrooms. There were pictures along the walls, and Dave admired them, Stella Adler herself, Brando, others, decades worth of students. Dave wasn't religious, but the place seemed holy to him. He kept repeating silently to himself that he was really there, really doing it. He was playing himself as an acting student at a famous school.

When he arrived at the Marlon Brando Room, where his class was due to muster, he found the door unlocked, to his amazement. He quietly snuck in, and checked to see if there might be anyone in there, maybe hiding in the back. It was empty. He loved the sight of the circular rows of chairs, and then he took in the stage. He had never been a drama kid in school, so the stage was way off-limits to his psyche. He checked the time and realized someone would be showing up soon enough, another neurotic, compulsively early person like himself, so he savoured the moment. He edged closer to the stage, and, as if perhaps violating some cosmic law, he looked around and then jumped up onto it. It felt like he shouldn't be allowed at first, at least not yet, but at the same time, he felt there were spirits there, others who had walked these boards, and they were urging him to take his place on stage. Maybe Marlon himself, saying “Come on, man, just do it!” He strode across the stage, still checking to see if he was alone, and waved his arms a bit. His breathing quickened and he felt the spirit welcome him. Just then, the door opened and another student poked their head in. Perhaps thinking for a second Dave was the teacher, they apologized and scurried back out. Dave went out and joined them, introduced himself, and soon other students started to collect. Dave felt he had been blooded. The spirit was on his side.

The first day was relatively easy, though they were warned it would get tough very quickly owing to the condensed, intensive nature of the program. The three-week program they were doing was a short version of the full summer conservatory, which in turn was a short version of the three-year conservatory. Right from the start, though, they were encouraged to feel that they had an artistic home for life, and they would be welcome there always, however they wanted to carry on their learning journey. The
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