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Chapter 6

THE FALL SEASON FINDS THE LEAVES of the maple trees 
turning from green to gorgeous colors. I watch an orange and 
red leaf float gently in the breeze and land a few feet in front 
of me. Except for the evergreens, the foliage around London, 
Ontario, will soon be barren. I’m somewhat underdressed for 
the weather, and the cold wind mocks me on my walk home 
from the university, 

I’m still a seeker, still trying to find that one meaningful 
idea to bring into manifestation. My third-year anthropology 
courses include one with Professor Silverman. My focus is on 
the cross-cultural notions of self. I’m also taking an elective 
course in Eastern philosophy, plus required sociology and 
statistics courses. 

For the rest of this weekend, however, I can forget about 
my studies. It is November 15, 1975. In a few hours, I’ll be at 
the Bob Dylan and his Rolling Thunder Revue concert. Of all 
his albums, the songs on Desire are my favorites, by far. 

When I dated Chris, we often went to Cobo Hall in down-
town Detroit to see the big bands play. He was into rock, so 
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we also went to a Rod Stewart concert and saw the Rolling 
Stones and David Bowie on two of their tours. We caught 
the performances of Stevie Wonder, B.B. King, Ike and Tina 
Turner, Led Zeppelin, the Moody Blues, Aerosmith, on and 
on and on. I went with Marla and my best friend Laurie to 
see The Who perform their modern-day, rock opera, Tommy. 

Paul, a friend from my high school days, got the tickets for 
Dylan. Tall and thin, he was the standout basketball player 
in Windsor. Now he’s a musician, and so is his friend, Craig, 
someone I kind of know from the Jewish community. Both are 
cool guys, and a few years older than me. 

The morning of the concert, Craig and I sit on Paul’s couch 
while we wait for him to get ready. Our drive to Niagara Falls, 
New York, will take a couple of hours. We are eager to start. 
Then there is a knock on the door. Before anyone can answer 
it, a young woman walks into the room. 

Craig leans over and whispers in my ear, “Paul’s girlfriend.”
She is a petite, nuts-and-berries-looking kind of person, 

with long, ash-blonde hair and a flowing skirt. What sparks 
my curiosity is the small object in her hand. When she sits 
down next to me, I ask her, “What is that?”

“It’s a book. I made it myself.”
“How?” 
“I used cardboard and paper, with dental floss to hold it 

all together.” 
“Kind of like a pamphlet, eh?”
“Yes. The floss is sewed through the paper.” She opens the 

book to its middle section and the pages fall neatly to each 
side, which reveals the waxy thread sewed in and out down 
the center of the fold. “I used a thin board and covered it with 
wallpaper and wallpaper glue.” 

“That sounds easy. I never thought about making a book 
by hand.” 

As we talk, I sense a change in my body. It is a kind of 
quickening of heat that flows through me. A clear thought 
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pops into my head. This is it! This is what I want to bring into 
manifestation. A book. 

Some call it an epiphany, or that aha! moment. I just had 
one. Yes, a book. Something so seemingly ordinary is really so 
special to me. And yet I’ve never thought about how books are 
made, either by hand or machine. 

Memories flood through my mind about how books came 
into my life. When I was five or six years old and bored one day, 
I said to my father, “There is nothing to do. What can we do?” 

Dad was often great fun to play with. One day back then, 
he took my hand and led me down the stairs of our home 
to the back room of our basement. Along the rear wall were 
long, built-in bookshelves. My dad took one book off the shelf 
and handed it to me. 

“Here, read this. You will love reading it on your own.”
That instant was a rite of passage. From then on, I was 

always reading. It could be in bed. Sometimes, it was under 
the covers with a flashlight, so as not to disturb my sister, if 
she was not reading too and was already asleep in the other 
bed. Or I read in the bathtub, with a pillow and a big towel to 
cover me. Libraries became another kind of candy store. My 
father took all us kids there to browse around, borrow books, 
and delight in them at home. Other little girls found comfort 
with dolls; I found the same physical sensation when holding 
a book. 

During that same time period, I used to go to the Woolco 
Department Store on Dougall Avenue. My mother and father 
drove, or I walked with a group of friends. Once there, my first 
destination was always the stationery section. Transfixed with 
longing, I gazed at the blank notebooks, diaries, and journals, 
and imagined them filled with my thoughts and my memories. 

I remember a hobby of mine. In grade school, the blank 
exercise books were fair game, so I stole a few every so often 
from the supply room. This theft was the result of my ambition 
to be a club president, which meant notebooks are needed to 
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keep club records and workbooks for the members. I had a 
private club, with two other members, but only for a couple of 
weeks. In the seventh or eighth grade, the class voted me to be 
the president of the school’s science club. 

These thoughts accompany me on the drive to Niagara 
Falls. At the Dylan concert, we find our seats on the con-
vention floor, but we rarely sit in them. The crowd sings 
along to Dylan’s hit song, “Hurricane.” It’s about the 
one-time, world-champion boxer who was doing time for a 
crime he didn’t commit. Dylan and his band play the whole 
Desire album. They sound fantastic. Emmylou Harris is on 
stage too.

m

Now it is the spring semester of my third year at the uni-
versity and four months after Dylan’s concert. It is a gorgeous 
day outside. The morning light shines in through the windows 
of the apartment I share with Marla in downtown London. 
I’m thinking about the day of the concert and meeting Paul’s 
girlfriend. Still in bed, I say out loud to no one but myself, 
“Oh, Myra, what’s taken you so long? Get up and go get some 
cardboard, paper, and dental floss to make a book.” 

When my self-chastisement ends, I get myself up, dress, 
and jog over to the campus to buy the materials at the univer-
sity bookstore. Only a few students are there, so it’s as quiet 
as a library. At the checkout counter, the silhouette of a man 
walking across an aisle catches my eye. He seems to be in 
search of a book. I hope he doesn’t see me. 

About six feet and a couple of inches tall, with beautiful, 
honey-colored skin and a slight moustache, he was a fellow 
classmate in my first-year, classical studies class. He told us 
he was Jamaican and seemed to be twice as old as most of 
the students. His comments had a touch of sexual innuendo. 
He intimidated me. The professor played up to the man’s 
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raunchiness when Catullus, the late Roman poet, and passages 
from Aristophanes’ Lysistrata were added to our reading list. 

Now, in line at the bookstore, I hope to buy the stuff needed 
and get out of here before the Jamaican comes over and says 
something that embarrasses me. To avoid this possibility, I lift 
the piece of cardboard up to cover my face and try to hide 
behind it. 

Then I hear a baritone voice with a refined British accent 
(acquired when he studied in London). “What are you doing 
with that cardboard, my dear?” 

Oh, God, he recognizes me! I lower the cardboard. “Hi,” I 
say. “Making a blank book with it.” 

He looks me straight in the eye, smiles, nods his head, and 
leaves the bookstore. For once, he has nothing to say. After 
paying the cashier, I walk out of the store only to find this 
same man waiting in the hall. His eyes fix onto mine like lasers, 
which compels me to approach him. 

He puts out his hand and says, “My name is Vernon. I am 
a professional hand bookbinder. You know, there are only five 
of us in all of Canada.” 

I had no idea there was such a profession. “Hi, I’m Myra. 
Can you teach me how to make a book?” 

“Yes, I can.” His face beams. “I recognized you from class. How 
were you going to make books with that cardboard you bought?” 

“I recognized you too,” I say. Pointing to the door of the 
university craft room opposite the bookstore, I explain, “Well, 
my plan was to cut down the cardboard in there and sew the 
pages together with dental floss and then giftwrap each cover 
with wallpaper.” 

He throws back his head and roars with laughter. “Oh, my 
dear. I never heard of such a thing! Please, come to the bindery 
tomorrow afternoon.”

“What do you mean ‘bindery’? Where is it?”
“I make and restore real books there,” he says. “It is in 

the School of Library and Informational Sciences. Go down 
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the hill, or you can go a bit underground through the music 
school tunnel. 

“I’ll figure it out. See you tomorrow then, Vernon. Thank 
you for the opportunity.” 

Awestruck by this coincidence, I watch him walk away. 
Despite the failing grade, my work on Professor Silverman’s essay 
about Marx’s concepts of production and reproduction led me 
to ponder the notion of bringing an idea into manifestation. In 
pursuit of this idea, I began to create and sell jewelry, traveled out 
west, and (most important) began to look deep into my soul. The 
essay was the engine that brought me to this moment. Now, my 
inner desire to make a book has connected me to a bookbinder. 
Our serendipitous meeting seems like a window into fate.

m

Underground tunnels lace the campus. Used mostly in 
the winter because of London’s location in the snowbelt of 
Canada, where fierce winds can cause mighty blizzards, they 
also are useful on rainy days. Although the region is flat—
prehistorically once an ocean floor—the city lies in a valley. 
Windsor, Ontario, gives proof of this large, prehistoric ocean 
with the salt that is mined nearby and internationally exported. 

Because it is early spring with no rain in sight, I don’t take 
the tunnel, but stride across the campus in the direction of the 
School of Library and Informational Sciences. My thoughts 
are still on the notion of fate. Yesterday’s meeting with Vernon 
seems like a miracle, considering that there are only five book-
binders in all of Canada. In my Eastern philosophy course, 
we discussed the I Ching, or Book of Changes. I’m thinking 
it might help me to understand this phenomenon. Perhaps, 
the used bookstore has a copy of this ancient Chinese text on 
divination and transformations.

Dressed in a sweatshirt and jeans, I walk past the music 
school. Its stone foundations, ivy-covered walls, and array of 
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chimney stacks signal an older era. A turn to the left and a 
short trot down the grassy hill brings me to the front of the 
library school, a modern-looking building. A quick glance at 
the directory at the entrance tells me the correct hallway to 
take to find Vernon. I head past offices and classrooms, a few 
in session and some empty, to the back of the building, where 
the bindery is. 

Inside, I see a room full of equipment. Something that looks 
like a long, heavy vice is bolted to the floor. A small table, 
holding a one-handed guillotine. A large, two-handed machine 
sitting on the other side of the room. Both have bright silver 
blades, just like the ones I’ve seen in the craft room up the hill. 
Stacks of large book boards, bolts of multicolored book cloth, 
and rolls of paper are stacked in the corners. A faint, sweet 
smell mingles with the odor of a tuna salad. Perhaps that is 
Vernon’s lunch. A few, narrow windows are open and let in 
natural light and air. Workbenches line two of the four walls. 

The pictures tacked on the walls stop me cold. Three, 
oversized, travel posters of Jamaica show voluptuous women 
wearing skimpy, two-piece bathing suits about to take a dip in 
turquoise waters. These pictures adorn the bare spaces between 
built-in shelves, full of handmade and exotic tissue paper. The 
loud, obvious display of sexuality makes me nervous. 

Vernon, who looks like a National Football League (NFL) 
tight end, although he sees himself as Shakespeare’s Othello, 
stands in the middle of it all. A huge grin on his round, golden 
face makes him glow. “Forget about the ladies,” he tells me. 
“Don’t be timid. I’m glad you are here. Come in. Come in.” 

“Hi, Vernon.” I step into the room.
He shakes his head. “Dental floss. Oh, my dear Myra. Let 

me explain how you really make a book.” Vernon’s formal 
English is now laced with a Jamaican lilt. 

Hesitant at first, I walk with him around the room as he 
explains how the various tools and machines are used. Book 
parts are similar to the human anatomy, he says, and he points 
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out the different tools used to sew the body of the book, 
to make the curve of its spine, and smooth out the cloth or 
leather on the head, the front, and the back. He giggles and 
makes risqué hints. I make furtive glances at the almost naked 
women on the walls. 

Next, he leads me over to one of the workbenches, where 
the sweet, candy smell that greeted me gets stronger. It ema-
nates from a pot sitting on top of an electric burner at one end 
of the table. I look more closely and see thick, bubbling syrup. 

“What is this used for?” The mystery of one odor is solved, 
but I cannot figure out where Vernon keeps the tuna salad 
sandwiches.

He follows me over to the pot, and hands me a stick to stir 
the molasses-like substance. “This is animal glue made from 
horses’ hooves and used for binding with leather.” He lets out 
a chuckle. “Hot and sticky, eh, my dear?” 

 Now Vernon explains his responsibilities for the univer-
sity’s collection. “The work in the bindery is to conserve and 
restore the school’s main libraries and rare book collections. 
Come over here.” We walk to a tall chest, and he opens a 
drawer that reveals movable lead type in a number of different 
fonts. “With our letterpress and the gold, silver, and bronze 
leaf, we can imprint the titles and authors’ names on the newly 
bound spines and fronts of the books.” 

The university’s head bookbinder and conservator sounds 
professorial now. He directs me to the second workbench, on 
which sits an odd-looking contraption. This device is about 
two feet high. Two vertical posts attached to the bottom of its 
frame hold a horizontal bar. The first pages of a book lie on 
the platform.

“This is used to hand-sew the signatures, or the folded 
pages, of books.” Vernon lightly taps down the papers of the 
partially sewn book with his fingers. “Everything is archival 
quality. We use strong linen thread and linen cords for the 
raised bands on the spine. They will help to keep the signatures 
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joined too. The spine is then protected with linen, paper, and 
polyvinyl emulsion glue, or we sometimes use rice flour paste.” 
He laughs and winks. “You need to protect your spine, right, 
my dear?” 

He takes a seat in front of the frame and tells me to do the 
same. “I will show you how the sewing is done, Myra. Special 
knots must be made at the ends of the paper signatures to 
secure them together. Tight knots.” His eyebrows lift, his grin 
reappears. 

To observe Vernon’s handiwork, I pull a stool next to 
him. My leg touches his. The movement of his large hands 
is delicate as he pushes the sewing needle in and out, making 
small stitches down the center of the signature. He ends with 
a tiny knot and a loop to start the next signature. Other types 
of knots extend the linen thread. 

My leg touches Vernon’s. Again. Under my blue jeans, my 
skin feels hot. I shift on my stool. After his sexual innuendos 
and the almost naked women on the walls, this closeness is all 
too much for me. Within a few minutes, I jump off the stool 
and mumble a quick, “Thank you.” And then I race out of the 
bindery at record speed. 

Forget about my desire to bring a book into manifestation. 
Vernon is way too sexual for me. 




