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Beauty is what Nature has lavished upon us as a Supreme Gift.

—LOUIS COMFORT TIFFANY
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CHAPTER 1

PEACOCK
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I OPENED THE BEVELED-GLASS DOOR UNDER THE SIGN ANNOUNCING Tiffany Glass and Decorating Company in ornate bronze. A new sign with a new name. Fine. I felt new too.

In the ground-floor showroom of the five-story building, stained-glass windows hung from the high ceiling, and large mosaic panels leaned against the walls. Despite the urgency of my business, I couldn’t resist taking a quick look at the free-form vases, bronze desk sets, pendulum clocks, and Art Nouveau candelabras. It was the oil lamps that bothered me. Their blown-glass shades sat above squat, bulbous bases too earthbound to be elegant. Mr. Tiffany was capable of more grace than that.

A new young floor manager tried to stop me at the marble stairway. I gave him a look that implied, I was here before you were born, and pushed his arm away as though it were a Coney Island turnstile.

On the second floor, I peered into Mr. Tiffany’s large office-studio. With a gardenia pinned to his lapel, he sat at his desk behind a row of potted orchids. In February, no less! Such were the extravagances of wealth. His formerly trim bottle brush of a mustache had sprouted into robust ram’s horns.

His own paintings hung on the walls—Citadel Mosque of Old Cairo, with tall, slender minarets, and Market Day at Tangier, with a high tower on a distant hill. A new one depicted a lily on a tall stalk lording over a much shorter one. Amusing. Little Napoléon’s self-conscious preoccupation with height was alive and well.

New tall pedestals draped with bedouin shawls flanked the fireplace. On them Oriental vases held peacock feathers. In this his design sense went awry, sacrificed to his flamboyancy. If he wanted to appear taller, the pedestals should have been shorter. Someday I would tell him.

“Excuse me.”

“Why, Miss Wolcott!”

“Mrs. Driscoll. I got married, you remember.”

“Oh, yes. You can’t be wanting employment, then. My policy hasn’t—”

I pulled back my shoulders. “As of two weeks ago, I’m a single woman again.”

He was too much the gentleman to ask questions, but he couldn’t hide the gleam in his eyes.

“I’ve come to inquire if you have work for me. That is, if my performance pleased you before.” A deliberate prompt. I didn’t want to be hired because of my need or his kindness. I wanted my talent to be the reason he wanted me back.

“Indeed” was all he offered.

What now to fill the suspended moment? His new projects. I asked. His eyebrows leapt up in symmetrical curves.

“A Byzantine chapel for the World’s Columbian Exposition in Chicago next year. Four times bigger than the Paris Exposition Universelle. It will be the greatest assembly of artists since the fifteenth century.” He counted on his fingers and then drummed them on the desk. “Only fifteen months away. In 1893 the name of Louis Comfort Tiffany will be on the lips of millions!” He stood up and swung open his arms wide enough to embrace the whole world.

I sensed his open palm somewhere in the air behind the small of my back, ushering me to his massive, carved mahogany exhibit table to see his sketches and watercolors. “Two round windows, The Infancy of Christ and Botticelli’s Madonna and Child, will be set off by a dozen scenic side windows.”

A huge undertaking. How richly fortunate. Surely there would be opportunity for me to shine.

Practically hopping from side to side, he made a show of slinging down one large watercolor after another onto the Persian carpet, each one a precise, fine-edged rendering of what he wanted the window to be.

“Gracious! You’ve been on fire. Go slower! Give me a chance to admire each one.”

He unrolled the largest watercolor. “An eight-foot mosaic behind the altar depicting a pair of peacocks surrounded by grapevines.”

My breath whistled between my open lips. Above the peacocks facing each other, he had transformed the standard Christian icon of a crown of thorns into a shimmering regal headdress for God the King, the thorns replaced by large glass jewels in true Tiffany style.

Astonishing how he could get mere watercolors so deep and saturated, so like lacquer that they vibrated together as surely as chords of a great church pipe organ. Even the names of the hues bore an exotic richness. The peacocks’ necks in emerald green and sapphire blue. The tail feathers in vermilion, Spanish ocher, Florida gold. The jewels in the crown mandarin yellow and peridot. The background in turquoise and cobalt. Oh, to get my hands on those gorgeous hues. To feel the coolness of the blue glass, like solid pieces of the sea. To chip the gigantic jewels for the crown so they would sparkle and send out shafts of light. To forget everything but the glass before me and make of it something resplendent.

When I could trust my voice not to show too much eagerness, I said, “I see your originality is in good health. Only you would put peacocks in a chapel.”

“Don’t you know?” he said in a spoof of incredulity. “They symbolized eternal life in Byzantine art. Their flesh was thought to be incorruptible.”

“What a lucky find for you, that convenient tidbit of information.”

He chuckled, so I was on safe ground.

He tossed down more drawings. “A marble-and-mosaic altar surrounded by mosaic columns, and a baptismal font of opaque leaded glass and mosaic.”

“This dome is the lid of the basin? In opaque leaded glass?”

He looked at it with nothing short of love, and showed me its size with outstretched arms as though he were hugging the thing.

I was struck by a tantalizing idea. “Imagine it reduced in size and made of translucent glass instead. Once you figure how to secure the pieces in a dome, that could be the method and the shape of a lampshade. A wraparound window of, say”—I looked around the room—“peacock feathers.”

He jerked his head up with a startled expression, the idea dawning on him as if it were his own.

“Lampshades in leaded glass,” he said in wonder, his blue eyes sparking.

“Just think where that could go,” I whispered.

“I am. I am!” He tugged at his beard. “It’s brilliant! An entirely new product. We’ll be the first on the market. And not just peacock featherth. Flowerth too!”

Excitement overtook his struggle to control his lisp, which surfaced only when he spoke with passion.

“But the chapel first. This will be our secret for now.”

Men harboring secrets—I seemed attracted to them unwittingly.

“Besides the window department and the mosaic department, I have six women working on the chapel windows. I’ve always thought that women have greater sensitivity to nuances of color than men do. You’ve proved that yourself, so I want more women. You’ll be in charge of them.”

“That will suit me just fine.”


CHAPTER 2

FLAMINGO
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“YOU HAVE TO LOVE IT ENOUGH TO FORGO AND FORGET ALL OTHER loves,” I told her. “Including men, Wilhelmina.”

Women around us cutting glass or drawing or painting in the women’s studio on the fifth floor lifted their heads at this truth, sizing her up.

“If you’re not willing to, go right out the door you came in, and look for other work.”

“I’m willing.” Her tone carried impatience as surely as mine carried brusqueness.

“All right, then.” I gave her a steel cutting wheel and a four-inch scrap of glass, and showed her how to score it.

“Don’t be afraid. Press firmly,” I said. “You have to be in command of the glass, telling it where to release its hold on itself. Just like life. Otherwise it will splinter.”

“It’s none too easy the first time, Mrs. Driscoll,” said Wilhelmina.

“You can call me Clara.”

I had found this flaxen-haired, broad-shouldered, bosomy Swede at the YWCA, where she was taking the free art classes. Despite her arms like a stevedore’s and her imposing six-foot stature, she was only seventeen years old.

Wilhelmina scored the glass against a straight edge.

“Now tap it gently.”

She tapped it over the edge of the table, and the released piece fell to the floor and broke. “Cripes!”

“Make sure your hand is under it to grab it. This is only practice, but once you start, broken pieces will be charged against your wage.”

“Too many broke ones, and I’d be paying you. What kind of a job is that?”

Agnes Northrop cleared her ticklish throat at that and aimed a judgmental look not at Wilhelmina but at me.

The two other girls I had just hired came through the door together—maybe they would please her more—Mary McVickar, eighteen, red-haired, freckle-faced, and full of bright anticipation, and Cornelia Arnoth, a few years older, quieter, more serious, as though she were carrying a burden. Cornelia had asked if the job would be permanent, and I had replied that it would be, though I wasn’t at all sure of what would happen after the fair. Both had been recommended by my former teacher at the Metropolitan Museum School.

I’d already interrogated them the same way I had done with Wilhelmina, warning them that Mr. Tiffany had a policy against having married women working for him. When they pledged their commitment to work over love, I walked them around the workroom among sawhorse tables and high stools, tall wooden easels for the enlarged drawings, and clear glass easels for glass selection, introducing the new girls along the way to the six original women in the department and the three I had hired a week earlier. I showed them where the tools were kept—watercolor sets, brushes, india ink, pens, drawing pencils, grease pencils, copper pattern shears, paper shears, three-bladed shears, scoring wheels, glass nippers, files, needle-nose pliers, small hammers, and chisels.

I introduced Agnes as Miss Northrop and explained that she was expanding a small painting of birds on a branch to a full-size watercolor of the window, called a cartoon.

“Cartoon? Like the funny picture of your Uncle Samuel in the red striped trousers and high hat?” Wilhelmina asked.

“No. The term is much older than that. When Michelangelo enlarged a drawing for a fresco to the size it would eventually be, that was called a cartoon.”

I told them that Agnes would decide where to draw in lead lines to indicate the separate pieces of glass, and that Mr. Tiffany’s own style was to have the lead lines follow the shapes in the design wherever possible.

“The birds are good,” Wilhelmina said. “They’re parakeets.”

I was amused that she thought of herself as qualified to critique it. Agnes sent me another loaded look, this one insinuating Who does she think she is?

“Over here, Edith Mitchill is working on a finished cartoon, which has two sheets of paper under it with carbon paper in between each. She is going over all the lead lines with a pointed stylus to transfer the design to the two sheets beneath it, which will only show the outline of each individual shape, not the shadings. Mary, this outlining will be your first task.”

I lifted the corner of the cartoon to reveal the carbon copies.

“It’s a bloomin’ jigsaw puzzle,” said Mary.

I walked them over to another cartoon on an easel, which would be their first assignment. “It’s called Feeding the Flamingoes.”

Wilhelmina snickered. “Who painted it?”

“Mr. Tiffany. It’s for the World’s Columbian Exposition in Chicago, so it’s very important to him.”

“It’s silly,” Wilhelmina blurted. “Flamingoes don’t eat out of a person’s hand.”

“How do you know?” asked Mary.

“Just look at their beaks. Anyone can see that they’re made to scoop up food upside down in the water. We painted birds from a book at the YWCA. Holding out her hand like that, this lady doesn’t know the first thing about feeding a flamingo. You expect me to work on something that’s wrong?”

Agnes pressed her lips together in a tight line like a disapproving schoolmarm. It threatened to dampen my joy in teaching the new girls, which was exactly what she intended.

I liked Wilhelmina for speaking her mind, if she didn’t do it too often or too loud.

“I suppose artists call this a caprice,” I said. “It’s something Mr. Tiffany imagined. The fountain and the columns suggest a Roman villa.”

“What’s that circle?” Wilhelmina asked.

“A fishbowl. Two pieces of glass were made specially for it. The front layer is turquoise and green ripple glass, and the back layer has a swish of orange for the goldfish. We call that plating. Sometimes we use as many as four or five layers to get the depth and color we want. Just wait. It will be gorgeous.”

Curiously, I felt I had to defend Mr. Tiffany despite having teased him in private about this window. “Peacocks aren’t enough for you?” I had said. “You need flamingoes in the chapel too? Are you collecting a Noah’s Ark? How about a pair of ostriches? Kangaroos?” It was good for him to be teased once in a while. In his domain, where his word was law, nobody else dared to.

Now I told Mary to number the individual sections, left to right.

“If a body can count that high,” she said.

“This one only has several hundred pieces because they’re large, but some windows have thousands of smaller ones. When she’s finished, Cornelia, you will cut up the first copy into its sections using these special scissors with three blades.”

I showed the girls how the lower blade fit between the two upper parallel blades to remove a one-sixteenth-inch strip, which would create space for the lead strips that hold the pieces of glass together.

“It looks hard with those big scissors,” Cornelia said.

“You’ll get used to them.”

I told her to leave the cutting of the woman’s profile, her hand, and the birds’ necks to me, and to practice drawing some curves on stiff paper and cutting them, keeping the drawn lines evenly visible in the channel between the two upper blades.

“While she’s doing that, Wilhelmina, since you’re tall, you’ll paste the other copy of the cartoon to the back side of this big sheet of clear glass in a frame, which we call an easel. You’ll paint those lines on the glass using a fine-tipped brush and black paint. Then you’ll remove the paper backing.

“Cornelia, you will put a dot of this wax on the back of each of the numbered sections, which we call pattern pieces, and Wilhelmina, you attach them to the clear glass in their exact positions that you painted. Then your jobs are finished and the window will be ready for the glass selector, who will choose glass in the colors and shadings and textures needed to convey the subject. The colors could be transparent, opaque, or in between. We call glass that transmits light but is not clear opalescent.”

“How will we ever do the lady’s face?” Worry wormed its way across Cornelia’s forehead. Oh, she was so deadly serious.

“Mr. Tiffany will do that with enamel paint. The figure’s hand too. It’s his only concession to medieval stained-glass craftsmanship of painting on glass with powdered enamels and then firing the pieces.” I explained that we avoid enameling whenever possible because it cuts out some of the light.

They were sweet girls, excited but anxious, especially Cornelia. I would have to guard against her overly intense desire to please. It would limit her originality.

“Soon these steps will be second nature to you.”

I heard the Tiffany tap, his malachite-tipped cane striking the wooden floor with authority. It was a blatant affectation. He was only in his early forties. The reddish brown hair in his beard struggling to hold its own against the onslaught of premature gray still had some years left. He didn’t need a cane any more than I did. He just used it to create a mystique about himself. Right behind him was Mr. Henry Belknap, slick and tidy.

Mr. Tiffany set a vase of hothouse irises on a worktable and tapped his cane lightly, three times. All except Agnes Northrop looked up in unison, like birds alerted to some potential danger, poised to fly. With her customary mien of a prima donna, Agnes remained seated on her stool as though exempt, barely turning toward Mr. Tiffany. Since she was his first female glass artist, she fancied herself a favorite.

“Good afternoon, ladies. You’re doing beautiful work.” He turned one iris to face Agnes. “Have I ever told you how important it is to have beauty in our lives?”

“Not less than a hundred times,” Agnes said, studying the painting she was enlarging.

“Why, I don’t believe you, Miss Northrop.” His tone of mock disbelief revealed his playful side, which I loved. Addressing the new girls, he said, “I want to welcome you to Tiffany Glass and Decorating Company and introduce you to Mr. Belknap, the artistic director who will consult with Mrs. Driscoll in my absence. She has chosen you with great care because you will be involved in a stupendous undertaking.”

Here it comes. One of his declamations. The peacock spreading his tail feathers.

“The World’s Columbian Exposition in Chicago commemorates Christopher Columbus’s discovery of the New World in 1492, four hundred years ago, though it won’t actually open until next year. This fair will be the greatest event in the history of our country since the Civil War, and you will be my contributing partners.”

Pure bluster. He didn’t need this to set the girls at awe. His art itself would do that. His comparison of the fair, an event likely to be wonderful, with an event so devastating and tragic was insensitive to the gravity of the war. Sometimes his inflated style tripped him up.

“The American exhibits will show that the New World has taken its rightful place among older nations, so we want to demonstrate to the Old World what we’ve accomplished here in terms of the arts and culture and industry.”

I clamped shut my jaw. Cornelia was Prussian, Mary was Irish, and Wilhelmina was Swedish. Others were just one generation removed from the Old World. They certainly didn’t grasp the significance of our Civil War.

Wilhelmina raised her hand to her shoulder and wiggled her fingers. She towered over Mr. Tiffany by a foot.

“Excuse me, sir, but flamingoes eat with their beaks upside down. Even girls from the Old World know that if they’ve ever opened a book.”

Mary jabbed an elbow into her ribs. “Mind your mouth,” she whispered. “It’s Himself that’s speakin’.”

Now Agnes stood up, her stiff posture elegantly commanding despite her small stature. I felt as if the politeness of the whole studio rested with me, and judgment might be leveled against me for hiring such a brazen girl. Mr. Belknap cast an amused glance at Mr. Tiffany, waiting for his response. I held my breath, but was amused along with him. It must have been a new experience for Mr. Tiffany to have to justify himself to a seventeen-year-old immigrant, but he stood unflinching before this formidable Amazon.

“What is your name?”

“Wilhelmina A. Wilhelmson, sir.”

“Granted, Miss Wilhelmson, flamingoes don’t eat this way. You’re smart to see that. But they are tamed this way. The woman is offering the bird a rock, not food.”

“It looks like a bun.”

“If the bird tries to peck at the woman’s hand, he hurts his beak on the rock, so he stops.”

“Then you should call it Taming the Flamingoes,” Wilhelmina declared.

Mr. Tiffany lifted his shoulders. “Maybe I will,” he said, a gentleman from sole to crown. “Take it as a fantasy of a happy land where things that please the eye do not have to make sense. Just being beautiful is enough. Art for art’s sake, we say, because beauty blesses humanity with a better life.”

He couldn’t get the s’s right in art’s sake, which made me think Wilhelmina had upset him, but he went right on. How bravely he struggled against his lisp. I prayed that Wilhelmina wouldn’t snicker.

“The window is a display of shape and color,” he said, “with shadows, not in gray but in blues and greens, as they are in the revolutionary work of Mr. Édouard Manet, who was a fine painter of your Old World. We stand on the shoulders of those before us, but we also stretch.

“Train yourselves by seeking and acknowledging beauty moment by moment every day of your lives,” he told them. “Exercise your eyes. Take pleasure in the grace of shape and the excitement of color.”

I was glad he said this. It was what made even the simplest day a thrill. On the street or in a park or a room, I often felt I was seeing small glories that the rest of the world didn’t notice.

“What if we see something ugly?” Wilhelmina asked, her voice tinged with challenge.

“Don’t look at it.”

She pulled back her chin and made a face. I gave her a stern look so she wouldn’t say more.

“Be courageous with color. Let it pour out of you.” He touched his chest and then opened his palms toward the girls. “That’s the way to bring out the drama in nature. There’s a feeling these days that color is a danger. People are timid because they can’t distinguish between deep, strong coloration and gaudiness, so they choose pale, anemic colors to be safe. That just makes art bland. They have to be educated, and our new windows can do that. Thousands will see them. Even hundreds of thousands. So be brave.” He ended with his habitually evoked maxim, “Infinite, meticulous labor makes a masterpiece.”

He was in his own world, oblivious of whom I had hired, girls taken away from their own languages. How could he expect them to know words like gaudiness and anemic and bland? I would have to show them examples of these words as part of their training. He made the rounds of the new girls, starting with Wilhelmina, which was a touch of grace on his part. She blushed, looking down at him. Cornelia’s slight Old World curtsy brought a pinch of benevolence to Agnes’s face.

Soon after the two men left, Agnes followed me into my office-studio, which was partitioned off from the department but with wide double doors so I could see the whole room. She said under her breath, “ ‘Infinite, meticulous labor.’ As if we don’t do that already. If I hear that one more time I’m going to cut his tongue out.”

She shook her cutting wheel at the place where he had stood. It was my good diamond-edged wheel with the red handle that fit my hand perfectly, the only diamond wheel in the department. The others were steel. She must have appropriated it after I left, and wanted me to know it. Tool envy. I let it be. As department head, I could order another.

“I’ve been meaning to ask you,” she said in a near whisper. “How did you get him to take you back, you being a married woman?”

Stiffness shot up my backbone. “My husband died a month ago,” I answered, equally softly.

There was a general intake of breath throughout the big studio. Amazing the aural capacities of female glass workers.

“Oh! I’m sorry.” Hardly finishing her obligatory condolence, she returned to her worktable, having gotten what she wanted.

SOME TIME LATER, Mr. Belknap came into my studio and set a pot of cyclamen on the sill of my tall window.

“I bought this yesterday for my office, but I want you to have it. You might need some encouragement.”

“Why, Mr. Belknap, that’s sweet of you. It’s beautiful. The petals look like wings of fuchsia butterflies about to fly out the window.”

He was a slim, small-boned man half a head shorter than I but I was perched on my stool so we were eye to eye. His blond hair was slicked down with Brilliantine from a center part. Following the design principle of harmony in repetition, his waxed mustache carried the same center division of hair neatly below his nose.

He leaned toward me. “You’ll have your hands full with that saucy blonde.”

“The bird expert. We might come to need one sometime. Don’t worry. When I taught school in Ohio I learned that the most impertinent ones are often the most lovable.”

At this close range, I was startled to see that he had drawn his eyebrows on with a sepia-colored grease pencil—artistically.

“If at any time I could offer you some diversion, I would be honored,” he said, scraping the pad of his thumb with the nail of his index finger, a quick, nervous mannerism.

“That’s very kind of you.”

In the hierarchy of the firm, he was the intermediary between Mr. Tiffany and me. I might come to need him to champion my requests.

“There are two more operas this season,” he said. “Verdi’s Otello and Mozart’s Marriage of Figaro.”

“I adore opera. That is, operas from the Old World.”

A long, loud, unladylike sigh came from the studio. We both looked out the double doors. At that moment, Wilhelmina stood up and stretched, her big arms high in the air, her fingers wiggling, her bosoms thrust forward.

“The cheeky one.” Mr. Belknap tipped his head toward her. “She’ll keep you on your toes.”

I agreed, knowing that bumpy times lay ahead.

“Oh, Louis wants to see you in his office right away,” he mentioned on his way out.

“Then why didn’t you tell me right away?” Exasperated, I grabbed my notepad and pencil and flew out the door.


CHAPTER 3

OPAL
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A WHITE-HAIRED MAN WITH A COTTONY BEARD WAS CROUCHING close to the floor when I entered Mr. Tiffany’s office-studio.

“What happened? Can I help?”

“Have a seat,” Mr. Tiffany said, dabbing a paintbrush on his palette, his opal ring shooting out the colors of the wet paint. “I’ve wanted you to meet my father, Charles Tiffany, and he came today to pose. This is Mrs. Driscoll, head of the Women’s Department.”

“Oh, hello,” I said. “Nice to meet you.” An inane thing to say to a man draped in a classical red robe and wearing sandals. I ought to have exclaimed, “Hail, Caesar,” or implored, “Lead us to the Promised Land.”

“A pleasure.” The father kept his pose, his craggy face tipped down.

On the unfinished canvas I recognized Joseph of Arimathea having just lowered Christ from the cross. Barely sketched in with charcoal, Mary Magdalene knelt at Jesus’s feet, and the Virgin Mother looked heavenward. The scene had the look of a Dutch Renaissance pietà, and the father’s face could have been painted by Hans Holbein the Elder.

“The window is called The Entombment. It’s for the chapel. Your department will make it.”

Mr. Mitchell, the stout business manager, burst in waving a page from a newspaper. “Do you know about this? The city Lead Glaziers and Glass Cutters’ Union is demanding higher wages.”

“Well, satisfy them.” Mr. Tiffany went right on mixing a touch of yellow ocher into white for the winding cloth draped over his father’s arm.

“They also want shorter hours, only fifty a week, and a beer break at three o’clock.”

Tiffany the Elder broke his pose. “Now, that’s a problem. Shorter hours.”

The splotch on Mr. Mitchell’s cheek in the shape of Africa was redder than usual. “If the union strikes,” he said, “our men will be forced to strike too, for solidarity, no matter what agreement you have with them, wages or hours.”

“When might that happen?”

“Only after several rounds of discussion.”

“The union has to whip up the spirit of strike,” the elder Tiffany said. “That will take a while.”

My mind did a flip, seeing this man looking as though he stepped straight out of the Bible talking about a labor strike.

“We can move slowly in negotiation to forestall it,” Mr. Mitchell said. “It’s the worst possible time. Any other year, we could sail through it with our stock on hand.”

“It doesn’t matter. The experiments in iridescent blown glass can go on regardless. I want them in Chicago.”

“Don’t be stubborn, son. Let that lie. Your iridescent glass will be in the mosaics. Devote all the furnaces to that.”

“Does the article mention us?” asked Tiffany the Younger.

“Yes. And Maitland, Armstrong, Colgate, Lathrop, and Lamb.”

“Ha! Then La Farge will be held back too.”

I could smell competition brewing in him like molten glass.

“You can still top me if you’re canny about how you handle things,” Charles Tiffany said. “I expect nothing less from you.”

“Not with all your diamonds and silver masterpieces.”

“You have one advantage,” said the father.

“Over you?”

“Over other stained-glass houses.” He tipped his head toward me. “Women aren’t allowed in the union, so they won’t be called upon to strike.”

He stepped behind an Oriental lacquered screen to dress.

“How many girls did you hire?” Mr. Tiffany asked me.

“Six, just as you said. There are twelve now, and me.”

“Double the department, as soon as you can. You’ll need to take over some of the men’s projects.”

“If I might say so, doubling the department all at once would mean some of the experts and I would be drawn off our projects to train so many new girls. It wouldn’t result in accomplishing twice as much work.”

“She’s right, son. Don’t go off half-cocked.”

“Well, then, take on teams of three as you see fit, but quickly.”

“There’s another issue,” I said, thinking of Cornelia. “I don’t want to hire them as temporaries. They would be viewed as scabs. It’s not fair to hire them without a commitment that they’ll have permanent work after the exposition.”

“They’ll have work. Once the world sees what we do here, there’ll be plenty of work.”

“If you use the fair to your marketing advantage,” remarked the elder Tiffany as he came out from behind the screen, dressed properly now for the nineteenth century.

“Hire them as permanents,” Tiffany the Younger said.

Was that bluster or well-founded confidence? I knew risk was inevitable in New York, but I hadn’t counted on being the person forcing others to take risks on an egotist’s say-so.

“We’ll talk tonight.” His father delivered that last directive with an ominous air, and beckoned to Mr. Mitchell to leave with him.

“Don’t get too cozy, now.” Mr. Tiffany scowled as the two men left together.

He was quiet and distant as he cleaned his brushes, so I made a move to leave.

“The director of the fair sent out a memo,” he said, detaining me by pointing to a letter on his desk. “ ‘Make no little plans,’ it says. ‘They have no magic to stir men’s blood.’ ”

“I would never doubt the size of your plans.”

“I have twenty embroiderers doing piecework with gold thread on altar cloths, miters, and vestments.”

“Ah, nuns of the cloth, Order of Tiffany. How fortunate for you that Catholics haven’t outgrown their taste for pomp. Now poor Protestants can catch envious glimpses of the trappings of sacred royalty.”

He gave me a playful, shame-on-you look.

“You can’t help but think extravagantly,” I said more seriously.

“I’m thinking innovatively. This chapel will announce an entirely new direction—the ecclesiastic landscape window to help people worship God’s creation. Narrow-minded clergymen can resist all they want. Nature is God’s work, so I say nature motifs are just as spiritual, just as inspirational, as biblical images. The mind of the Creator is unlimited in devising the forms of nature. Do you see what that means? There are infinitely more ways for us to express spiritual truth than just the tired old figures crammed into every medieval church across Europe.”

“Therefore the peacocks.”

“The goodly wings of the peacocks, the Bible says, and therefore the trees and the flowers and the streams. There are birds and mountains and hills all through the Bible. So for the first time the general public, not just my wealthy clients who buy landscape windows for their homes, will see the art of Louis Comfort Tiffany convey the beauties of nature. No temporary strike is going to stop me.”

He sounded like P. T. Barnum bragging about his circus.

“But I made a mistake.”

He sat at his desk and plunked down his elbows with a thud. “John La Farge slipped into that Paris Exposition three years ago with one measly window, and was decorated as Chevalier of the Legion of Honor of France, and I didn’t exhibit.”

He flung out his arm, and the opal glinted in envious green.

“The Paris papers hailed him as the inventor of opalescent glass. Puh! I made it before he ever did. Several window makers used it here before La Farge took it to Paris.”

He looked at me with steely eyes. “This World’s Columbian Exposition is going to turn the tables.”

After his braggadocio was spent, he said, “From now on, it’s a race against time. We barely have fourteen months. How much do you have left to do on The Infancy of Christ?”

“Ten thousand pieces of glass to select and cut is slow going. I’ve finished the central medallion. Now I’m working on the left cross panel of Mary Presenting Christ to the Wise Men. Miss Egbert will help me with the three other pictorial panels as soon as she finishes her window. She can train my best new girl on the decorative spaces between the pictures.”

“Good.” He drummed his fingers on his desk. “I saw the way you devoured the double-peacock watercolor the first day you came back. As soon as you finish the Christ window, you can start on it.”

Splendor! All I could think of between the quick beats of my heart was splendor and joy.

“Thank you.”

“Hire from Art Students League and the Metropolitan.”

“The tuition there is costly. The Cooper Union art program is free. I’m likely to find girls who really need the money there. They might be more committed.”

“Fine. Ask Miss Mitchill too. She founded the National Association of Women Painters. She’ll know of someone capable of doing the enlargements. We need more than her and Miss Northrop and you for that.”

“All right. One thing you ought to know. Miss Northrop hasn’t seemed very pleased at my being department head.”

“I need her doing exactly what she’s doing. She’s the best glass selector and a fine watercolorist, but she’s not as sensible as you are. You’ll win her over eventually.”

I wasn’t so sure. Once when I complimented her on her selection of glass, she acted as though she was above needing any comment from me.

“Don’t be hurt, Agnes,” I had said. “He needs your artistry more than mine.”

She’d held a piece of glass against the light, turned it, discarded it, and picked another, all without a glance at me.

“He gave you the Christ window,” she’d remarked. “I designed it.”

“I didn’t know. He didn’t mention that.”

“No, he wouldn’t. At the fair, it will be assumed to be his design.”

“Does that bother you?”

Raising one eyebrow to a perfect arch, she finally turned to me. “It’s the way it is.”

Her temperament was delicate. I had to tread lightly. The same with Mr. Tiffany. At the moment, he was intent on studying his Entombment painting.

“May I ask, who will pose for Mary?”

“I would like Louise to. My wife. If it’s not too hard on her.”

“The pose?”

“The idea. A mother grieving over her dead child.” He took a slow, energy-gathering breath. “We just lost our daughter.” He closed his paint box slowly. The click of the latch made a hollow, final sound. “Our little Annie. Three years old.”

Grief pressed down on him like a giant paw. I offered him the condolence of my eyes, knowing that words would do nothing to lessen his suffering.

In a faraway voice he added, “My first wife, Mary, and I lost our baby boy too, after three weeks. Mary never recovered, and I lost her as well. Now this child of Lou.”

A slight lisp escaped on the word lost. What an enormous, constant effort it must take for him to keep it under control.

“She died with a gardenia in her hand.”

I knew it was he who had put it there, the last loving thing he could do for her. His eyes revealed the fear that he would never get over it.

“Your work, is it compensation enough?” I ventured.

The skin between his eyebrows wrinkled. “Flamingoes and peacocks don’t make up for a child.”


CHAPTER 4

FEATHERS
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I HAD ALREADY INTERVIEWED LANDLADIES IN THE EAST SIDE vicinity of the Tiffany Glass and Decorating Company, had rejected the suspicious, the severe, and the skeletal, and had gone home to soak my discouraged feet. I set out again this Saturday to circle the Tiffany building in ever-widening routes, determined to find exactly the right place.

I couldn’t bear to stay at the boardinghouse in Brooklyn where Francis and I had occupied a suite of rooms. Ever since he died, the boarders spoke to me in hushed and awkward tones as they slithered past me in the corridor like nuns and monks. It was as if they had drawn a black circle around my name in their roster of friends and labeled it: New widow. Treat with kid gloves. They meant well, but their averted eyes told me that they held the notion that a widow must creep through life as though she no longer belonged, taking one tedious, lonely breath after another during the long wait to be reunited with her other half in the hereafter.

Was it wrong for me to want more than constrained existence? Wrong to hunger for change, new faces, a full life? Surprises to please my eyes and ears? Was it improper to seek healing in the roaring crush of Manhattan, city of brilliance and possibility?

I walked on, erect, not creeping, and discovered a little run of quiet blocks called Irving Place between Union Square and Gramercy Park, which promised to be leafy come spring. Greek Revival, Italianate, and Renaissance Revival townhouses lined the street. I saw a ROOM TO LET sign in a window and bounded up the stoop. A gaunt woman answered the buzzer, portending skimpy portions at the dinner table and plates that were whisked away before a second helping could enter the boarders’ minds. The cramped, cheerless parlor had only itchy horsehair settees constraining sitters to maintain Egyptian posture at all times. Apparently she considered the ten-inch-wide ribbon of gauze an adequate runner for the passageway to the bathroom.

“Thank you, no,” I said, and escaped.

Down the block at number 44 I found another sign, this one with a caricature of laughing people at a dining table with the warning SOUR-PUSSES AND CIGAR SMOKERS NEED NOT APPLY. A wide-hipped woman decorated with a fluff of dyed red-orange hair piled on top of her head welcomed me. Hmm. Colorful.

“Come in and have a look, dearie. We won’t bite. I’m Miss Merry Owens.”

She tucked her feather duster into her waistband above her ample hindquarters like a tail. That and her tuft of orange hair made her look like no spring chicken, rather like a mother hen.

“There’s right sweet folks here, artists and such, women on the second floor, men on the third, the help on the fourth. Seventeen paying souls, and all of them respectable, mind you, but not particular fashionable. Of the men, there’s not a good-for-naught or a tippler in the bunch, though there be a couple of mollies, if you don’t mind that. We even have a bona fide doctor, Griggs is his name, and an actor, Mr. Bainbridge. In the evenings we have musicales or read-alouds or charades or drawing lessons and such.”

“Drawing lessons?” Drawing was my embarrassing weakness, which I tried to hide from Mr. Tiffany.

“Oh, ’tis a grand arrangement we have. Mr. Dudley Carpenter is teaching Miss Hettie to draw, and Miss Hettie is teaching piano to Mr. Hackley, and Mr. Hackley is teaching singing to Miss Lefevre, and Miss Lefevre is teaching French to Mr. McBride, and Mr. McBride is teaching art history to Mr. Booth, and Mr. Booth is teaching accounting to Miss Merry Owens, that’s me, and I’m teaching Irish tatting to Mrs. Hackley, and she is teaching the zither to Dudley, so it all comes ’round, ye see, in a happy circle.” She made a circle with fingers plump as sausages and laughed her big bosoms into action.

“And what can you do?” she demanded, knuckles on the shelves of her hips, her head cocked to the side as though the hen’s neck were broken.

“I can recite poetry. I particularly like Emily Dickinson.”

“A lady poet, eh? There’s somes here would like that. Give us a wee morsel.”

“ ‘Each that we lose takes part of us.’ Oh, no. That’s too dreary. How about this?


“‘Hope’ is the thing with feathers

That perches in the soul,

And sings the tune without the words

And never stops at all.”



“Ah, sweeter than wine.”

Apparently I passed muster, because she brought me into an airy parlor with comfortable easy chairs and freshly starched antimacassars. Two landscape prints of the Hudson River School hung on the walls, and a bowl of lemon drops sat on a crocheted doily. The Twelve Apostle spoons hanging in their wooden rack on the wall were all bright. Not one, not even the betrayer, was tarnished. Clearly this was a better sort of boardinghouse, probably with a price to match.

Up carpeted stairs that did not creak she showed me to a bedroom all done up in pink and spring green with a window onto Irving Place. Above the iron bedstead a landscape mural had been painted of a pond with floating lilies.

“Charming.”

“George, a former boarder, painted it when he lived here, but Dudley chose the colors for the curtains and spread.”

Decent bed, small desk with an oil lamp and a bookshelf above it, one easy chair, clean, bathroom down the hall. “How much?”

“Fifty dollars a month, and that includes three hearties a day, full Irish breakfast, dessert on Sundays and holidays, hot water all hours. T’would be forty-five but for the window.”

That was higher than I had anticipated, but I earned twenty a week with a promise of a moderate raise every two years.

“I’ll take it. May I move in tomorrow?”

“To be sure you can.”

I RETURNED TO BROOKLYN elated, and late into the night I packed the last things—my alcohol lamp for heating my curling iron, and my grandmother’s porcelain washbowl and pitcher—but the things on Francis’s desk and dresser, I didn’t even touch.

With a trace of sadness I had sold my two evening gowns at the Second Time Around and bought three shirtwaists, ready-mades with narrow skirts, for work, and a new pair of lace-ups so I wouldn’t come back to Tiffany’s looking down-at-the-heels. I took Francis’s silk black-on-black bow tie that I particularly liked. I could wear it hanging down loosely in the modern style. I packed my wedding dress, not out of sentiment but out of longing for spring. It was sky-blue poplin. I packed my opera cloak too, even if I had to wear it over a muslin shirtwaist in the standing-room-only section.

And then I carefully wrapped in a hand towel the one thing I had that no one could wrench from me—the kaleidoscope, his engagement gift to me. Bits of richly colored glass in a chamber served as his sweet acknowledgment that I’d had to give up my joyous work with just such glass in order to marry him. At the slightest turn of the maple-wood tube, the design collapsed with a tiny rattle of falling objects, and in a burst of an instant, nothing was the same.

It was our books that remained. I was careful to pick out my own, leaving his. Into my carpetbag first went my mother’s Shakespeare, the plays and the sonnets. I couldn’t help but think of the first line of Sonnet Twenty-nine, which seemed to be aimed at me this last month as it never had before. When in disgrace with fortune and men’s eyes.

In went my mother’s etiquette book, The Habits of Good Society: A Handbook for Ladies and Gentlemen, which I read with some levity, and my stepfather’s Bible and his Minister’s Bible Concordance, which bristled when I put Whitman’s Leaves of Grass next to it. My leather-bound Keats and Wordsworth came next, reminding me that it wasn’t a bad thing to brighten one’s days with snips of poetry, like my mother did. Then Ibsen’s plays, Vasari’s Lives of the Artists, and Henry James’s Daisy Miller and The Portrait of a Lady. There stood Emily Dickinson. The 1890 collection, her first, Francis had given me. The 1891 collection I had given him. I took them both, wondering what follows The Sweeping up the Heart, / And putting Love away.

ON SUNDAY EVENING in Miss Owens’s dining room, a tall, smartly dressed man pulled out my chair for me, motioned for me to sit, and scooted it in with utter grace but without a word, an easy gesture for him, though one that carried a sense of the momentous for me. A serving girl set down a platter of corned beef and cabbage, and Merry Owens brought in bowls of boiled potatoes and creamed lima beans, then sat at the head of the table.

“Why so glum tonight, you two?” she said to two men just entering.

“Walt Whitman died yesterday.” One of them choked getting out the words. His eyes glistened, and his curly hair grew like a wild garden.

“Walt Whitman, a cosmos, of Manhattan the son,” said the other, a studious type wearing horn-rimmed spectacles with expensive gold hinges.

“Song of Myself,” I was quick to say. I had always liked that title.

“Well, then, we’ll have a read-aloud after supper. It’ll make you feel a mite better,” Miss Owens said. “Start the praties and beans around, Maggie. We have a new boarder. Mrs. Clara Driscoll. She’s in George’s old room. Dudley redecorated it.”

“Good thing, unless she likes little Egyptian alligators painted on the walls,” replied a matronly woman with long earlobes, whose cheeks were etched with a fretwork of finely penned wrinkles.

“Much to my dismay, Mrs. Hackley, Merry made me paint over them gators when I told her they were aphrodisiacal.”

Ah, the sad, curly-haired one must be Dudley. Definitely a Southern twang, unless it was put on to be funny. Prolonged vowels. Pa-int said as two slow syllables. I liked it.

“It’s a lovely room. I’m sure I’ll be happy in it.”

Miss Owens asked those seated at my table to introduce the person to their right. There were four men, three women, and an empty chair next to Dudley Carpenter, who kept looking behind him through the arch to the parlor.

“He’ll be along, Dudley,” Miss Owens assured him.

“Will Mr. Driscoll be joining you soon?” Mrs. Hackley asked.

“No.” She wasn’t wasting any time in zeroing in on the suspicion attached to any woman my age living alone. “There is no Mr. Driscoll.”

“Then you’re a working woman?” Mr. Hackley asked.

“Yes. I work at Tiffany’s studio.”

“Polishing silver, I should guess,” Mrs. Hackley declared authoritatively.

“As a matter of fact, no.”

“It can’t be selling jewelry. The sales clerks are all men,” she said.

“That’s Tiffany and Company, owned by Charles Tiffany. I work for his son, Louis Tiffany, in his glass workshop, making leaded-glass windows and mosaics.”

“Workshop! Then you consider yourself a New Woman, do you?” Mrs. Hackley looked down her nose at her plate. “It’s my opinion, and that of many social commentators, that when a woman joins the ranks of men in workshops, her morals sink, so mind your step.”

“She’s employed in the arts, Mrs. Hackley, not in a carriage factory, and the arts are a moral force.”

“Thank you, Mr.—”

“McBride. Henry McBride.”

Him, the scholarly Whitman quoter, I wanted to remember. Longish hair, cleft chin, Cupid’s-bow mouth redder than was common, pearl stud in his flowing maroon four-in-hand necktie, positioned off center. Was that intentional, a rejection of convention?

“Call him Hank,” drawled Dudley. “It takes him down a peg from his high falutin self-appointment as headmaster of Forty-four Irving Place.”

Hank folded his hands in a professorial way. “I know a good deal about the elder Tiffany, if you care to ask me sometime.”

“I will!”

“Plato wrote that men and women would eventually respond much in the same way to the same conditions.” This interjected by Francie, an older woman delicate as a wren, with a complexion the pale pink of her blouse. “I take that to mean that if a man can have integrity and morality in factories and workshops, then so can women.”

“Oh, you and your books,” Mrs. Hackley grumbled. “Will you never stop prattling on about those philosophers? They’re all dead, Francie.” Frumpish Mrs. Hackley forked an overlarge morsel of corned beef and chewed vigorously, her mouth making all sorts of exaggerated shapes. “I have never been able to understand how a true lady could accept money from anyone but a father, a husband, an uncle, or a brother.”

“Enough, Maggie. I’ll shut off your radiator if you go on against my new boarder. She’s right proper, and I won’t have you laying damage to her person.”

“In this tippy world, Mrs. Hackley, a single woman does what she has to,” I said, “and if she enjoys it, as I do, so much the finer her life.”

“Brava, Mrs. Driscoll,” ventured the gentleman who had pushed in my chair.

I saw now his clean-shaven skin taut over elegant, defined cheekbones.

“Ah, I’d begun to think you were mute,” I said. “Handsome, but mute.” Francie snickered daintily. “Remind me of your name, please.”

“Bernard Booth.”

Not even a full sentence and I could tell he was English. I always melted at an English accent.

The front door opened and slammed shut. A beardless man with ruddy complexion and black hair entered through the arch from the parlor. Whistling “Yankee Doodle,” he swept off his black fedora with its small red feather, flung it onto the hat rack along with his long red silk scarf, and did a little dance step.

“Great news, comrades.” He held out both arms. “You are, at this moment, looking at the recipient of the honor of having my portrait of Helena Modjeska hung in the Players Club.”

Applause burst forth from both tables.

He was a bit of a Yankee Doodle dandy himself, with his red handkerchief pointing up out of the pocket in his frock coat. He bent to lay a humorously loud kiss on Miss Owens’s cheek.

“Sorry I’m late, Merry. The discussion of where it would hang went on and on. In the end it was decided that because of Modjeska’s role as Ophelia, it should hang next to John’s of Edwin Booth as Hamlet.”

“Mind letting us in on who you mean, or are we supposed to know?” asked Merry.

“Why, John Singer Sargent, of course.”

That was impressive enough to me, but Dudley scowled. “You’re on a first-name basis now? Georgie and Johnny?”

“Not just yet.”

“Don’t be filling yourself up with grand ideas like some lawdy-daw or you won’t want to keep taking your meals with the likes of us. I need your tuppence.” Miss Owens turned to me. “Moved out, he did, into his studio. It’s only a good spit from here to next door, so he’s always fiddle-faddling around here as if he owns the place.”

“So this is the artist who painted the lovely pond in my room.”

“A mere caprice done on a rainy day.” He dismissed it with a flip of his slender hand.

“All it needs is the ruins of a temple in the background,” I said.

George made a circle of his lips. “Great idea, Miss—”

“Driscoll. But please call me Clara.”

“Clara.”

“Claire,” said Bernard Booth. “Light. Brilliant. Clear-sighted.” He held up his water glass. “To Clara, our brilliant new friend.”

“Flattery in the Queen’s English sends me to the moon,” I murmured, and our eyes met for an instant.

“And to George.” Dudley raised his glass. “Our brilliant old friend.”

“And to Walt, our forever friend,” Hank McBride added.

“All right,” Merry said. “You can have your read-aloud now.”

“I know one line by heart,” I said. “ ‘A morning-glory at my window satisfies me more than the metaphysics of books.’ ”

Hank nodded as if in appreciation for my offering. We adjourned to the parlor, and Dudley produced Leaves of Grass and read,


“I believe a leaf of grass is no less than the journey-work of the stars,

And the pismire is equally perfect, and a grain of sand, and the egg of the wren,

And the tree-toad is a chef-d’oeuvre for the highest.”



“Pismire. That’s an offensive word in a poem,” scoffed Mrs. Hackley, making a big puff of air on the p, which shook her earlobes. “Pismire.”

If it was so offensive, why did she take such pleasure in saying it twice?

“Madam, your pious offense weighs no more than a straw against the great tide of humanity that celebrates this magnanimous mind,” said Hank.

Madam made a face and wagged her head at him.

“I want a Manhattan poem,” said George, the latecomer with the red handkerchief. He thumbed through the book and read.


“Manhattan crowds, with their turbulent musical chorus!

Manhattan faces and eyes forever for me …”



Oh, what promise in that, I thought.


“Be not dishearten’d, affection shall solve the problems of freedom yet.

Those who love each other shall become invincible.”



He balled his hand into a fist and gave it a little shake.

Not a peep out of Mrs. Hackley, but Mr. Hackley humphed. “It will take more than affection to solve the problems of freedom. Affection can’t solve bank and brokerage failures or railroad bankruptcies or the recession that’s sure to follow. Labor unions strike at the drop of a hat,” Mr. Hackley continued. “That’s not affection. Affection can’t bring rain to the drought in the West. It’s a poet’s pipe dream. Affection can’t stop the rich from getting richer, and the immigrant populations poorer.”

“Yes, perhaps it can do that,” said Bernard Booth. “What you need is another Lincoln to demonstrate that.”

“We need the idealism and values of a Lincoln, certainly,” Hank said. “And the foundation of his values was love for humanity.” He reached for the book, adjusted his spectacles, found a particular page, and read in his deep voice.


“FOR YOU O DEMOCRACY


Come, I will make the continent indissoluble,

I will make the most splendid race the sun ever shone upon,

I will make divine magnetic lands,
With the love of comrades,
With the life-long love of comrades.

I will plant companionship thick as trees along all the rivers of America,
and along the shores of the great lakes, and all over the prairies,

I will make inseparable cities with their arms about each other’s necks,
By the love of comrades,
By the manly love of comrades.”





I was impressed by the quiet attentiveness of everyone, even the Hackleys, when Hank read so reverently a passage full of fair prospects and broad affection.

“May our comrade go onward peacefully,” George said.

“Amen,” murmured Dudley, his head lowered.


CHAPTER 5

FIRE AND THE KING OF DIAMONDS
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MR. TIFFANY LAID SEVEN HUGE GARNETS AND A HANDFUL OF copper beads on my sample table for me to work into the peacock mosaic.

“Put metallic foil beneath the plainer pieces,” he said, “even those you’ve already placed, to intensify their brilliance. Choose carefully, though, because the eye will naturally go there. In other areas, I want you to use my new iridescent glass.”

He untied a drawstring bag and let half a dozen gorgeous pieces of glass tumble out. Seen from one direction, they were deep turquoise and cobalt blue. From another direction, shimmery silver.

“I’ve never seen any glass like this.” Another piece was golden or emerald green, depending on how I held it. “They’re like pigeons’ necks.”

“Like peacock feathers,” he said, correcting my analogy to be more apropos. “With my own glassmaking factory in Queens now, nobody can snatch this secret. The formulas, I mean.”

“You made these?”

“No. These are ancient, dug up in the Middle East, but at my glasshouse we’ve learned to duplicate what nature took centuries to do.”

“Amazing.”

At that moment, he became the Creator of Marvels, the Artificer of Beauty, second only to God.

“Come with me now to see it.”

“Now?”

“Why not?”

Why not? Because of the work ahead of me. Yet I gladly threw out all thought of it in favor of time alone with him. I felt proud, sure of myself, elevated. He had not asked Agnes, or the oldest member of our department, Miss Stoney of the hard, serious face, to see what he had made. Only me. Privileged, happy me.

AT THE CORONA END of the rail line, Tiffany Furnaces took up a whole walled block. Fumes and smoke and spurts of flame spewed out of its looming brick smokestack, and nine smaller metal chimneys sent up waves of heat.

Just inside the factory, Mr. Tiffany struck his cane against the floor to announce his presence. Through the open door to an office, a man with a grizzled mustache looked up and hastened to stand and extend his hand.

“Good timing, Louis. They’re just about to pour.”

Mr. Tiffany introduced me to Arthur Nash, the glasshouse manager. We walked past the chemist’s laboratory and into the heat of a vast factory and stopped at the first furnace.

“Don’t get too close,” Mr. Nash warned. He pointed to a round opening that glowed and sent out waves of heat. “That glory hole is twenty-three hundred degrees.”

A squat, thick-armed man in a leather protection vest but no shirt hefted a giant ladle out of the glory hole and poured molten glass thick and incandescent into a rectangular oiled pan two feet long. It sent up smoke. Pot metal, Mr. Nash called it, and he called the man a gatherer.

“Beautiful!” Mr. Tiffany said over the roar of the furnace. He turned to me. “We’ve devised a new method of annealing so we can pour more than one color onto a single sheet, and stir a bit so the different glass bodies will adhere and marbleize. Do you see what that allows us to do?”

“Cut pieces from a single multihued sheet so they’ll be in harmony?”

“Exactly.”

“More than that,” Mr. Nash said. “We can now control clarity, color, and surface to create nuances in an infinite variety of glass. We’re approaching five thousand types now.”

“That’s staggering,” I said, knowing I had to keep all of them in mind when I placed my glass orders for each window and mosaic that my department would create.

“Watch closely.” Mr. Tiffany held up his index finger. “This is when the artistry happens.”

The gatherer drew a different mix out of a smaller glory hole, and another man whom Mr. Nash called a gaffer directed its pour over the first layer in a thin stream that widened slowly.

“This sheet will cool into cream-colored glass with shadings of amber,” Mr. Nash said. “It will be used for a woman’s robe.”

The gaffer and his assistant on opposite sides set metal bars inside the pan, and pushed them toward each other. The glass yielded and buckled like hanging drapery.

“More.” Mr. Tiffany couldn’t just watch. With the air of a boy at play, he put on padded leather gloves and pushed the bar again, which raised the folds higher and made more of them.

“Give them a slight curve,” he said.

The gaffer jostled the pan in a quick movement. Instantly, the folds curved. In my mind’s eye, I could see the woman’s robe drape gracefully.

Mr. Tiffany looked at me. “This was how mountain ranges were created, eh?” he said, as if he suspected I had thought of him as God’s assistant.

We moved on to another shop, which meant another glory hole and its team of men, some in overalls, some in leather aprons, one wearing an undershirt and another oddly wearing a necktie. Mr. Nash introduced Tom Manderson as the gaffer, the chief craftsman of this blowing team in charge of every piece his shop creates. Tom was bare to the waist, broad-shouldered, and muscular.

Mr. Tiffany stood back and said to me, “I’m hoping for some good news today. We’ve succeeded in making iridescent flat glass, but that’s made with lime. Blown glass is made with lead, and it’s been giving us problems.”

I distinctly remembered his father telling him to postpone these experiments until after the fair.

Mr. Tiffany explained that the process exposed the blown piece to various metallic vapors. “We’re trying a new formula on this batch.”

Mr. Nash stopped him with a scowl. Apparently he didn’t want to reveal his formulas out in the shop for fear they might leak to competing glass factories.

Mr. Tiffany tugged at his beard. “What happened to the last batch?”

“It didn’t adhere.” Mr. Nash’s voice was flat with disappointment. “I saved samples in the take-out room.”

On a standing blackboard, Mr. Tiffany sketched an irregular bulb shape with a long, curved neck and a lip taller on one side than the other, stretched outward like a tongue. “Try this,” he said to Tom. “Like a Persian flask, only more spontaneous. Let yourself go.” He flung out his hand. “Forget those classical shapes. They’re too much like the conventional English shapes coming out of Stourbridge. We want natural shapes.”

“You want that crooked neck?” Tom asked, his voice rising in pitch, his eyes squinting at the blackboard.

“Yes, I want that crooked neck!” he fired back. “Nature is always right, and always beautiful.”

I was anxious to see if this Tom fellow could please the perfectionist.

“Think of an asymmetrical gourd hanging on a vine. Let the neck relax. Tolerate its lopsidedness.”

Tom looked skeptical, and gestured to the gatherer to prepare a fresh pipe for him.

The gatherer turned the long blowpipe in the glory hole, drew out a red-hot gob of glass, like honey in consistency, and handed it off to Tom. In one swift movement, Tom rolled the gather of glass on a wet steel slab until it held its roundness, took it to his bench, sat, and rested the pipe on the supports on each side of him. Another man blew on the mouthpiece of the pipe to create a bulb at the other end, and Tom spun it and began shaping it with a wooden paddle as it changed from glowing red to orange, then amber. When it started to harden, his server rushed it back into the glory hole to reheat it for more shaping. All that in less than three minutes. It was like an ancient fire dance.

I wanted to watch him finish, but Mr. Tiffany stepped away and murmured, “Maybe this batch.”

In the take-out room large rectangles of the new iridescent flat glass in blues and greens and golds were propped against one wall.

“You’ll use this for the double-peacock mosaic,” said Mr. Tiffany. “By God, this will make the world take notice. La Farge will seethe with envy. Eighteen ninety-three will be a big year for us.”

“If we finish in time,” Mr. Nash said.

And if they didn’t, what kind of angry boss would we have?

“How many sheets do we have now for the columns and altar?”

“Forty or fifty,” Mr. Nash said.

“Set two more shops on this. Take them off the commissioned windows. Clients can wait. We’ll never have enough for sixteen columns at this rate.”

Mr. Tiffany turned his attention to the two dozen blown vases on the sample table. On one batch, the slight iridescence had begun to flake off. On another, there was only dullness. No sheen at all. He let out a roar and swept them off the table with his cane, two-handed, in a powerful, shocking swing. I scooted back as they flew off the table and shattered on the floor.

“Mr. Tiffany!”

“I’ll be its master yet,” he bellowed, shaking his cane, fire in his eyes, shoving the pieces to the edge of the floor with the side of his foot.

I’d never seen such explosive, dangerous rage, and could hardly believe what had happened. In my shock and embarrassment for him, for my presence witnessing this, my throat was instantly parched, and it was impossible to swallow.

He glanced at me, looked abashed, and lowered his voice. “Too much Stourbridge, anyway. We want original shapes derived from nature, not these tired old classics.” He waved his arm derisively at the rubble on the floor.

I felt protective of my girls if he would ever unleash his dissatisfaction with our work with a swing of his cane.

“You still want us to keep experimenting with iridescence?” Mr. Nash asked in a surprisingly calm tone.

“Perfection, Arthur! Nothing less! We work until we attain it.”

“But the time. The fair is only ten months away now.”

“Don’t tell me what I already know!”

“And the expense. We’ve already spent—”

“Don’t tell me that either!”

…

THAT EVENING AT the dinner table I described Mr. Tiffany’s outburst and glass smashing.

“What is he? A maniac?” Mrs. Hackley asked.

“I never thought so before this,” I said.

Hank patted his mouth with his napkin. “There are a few things I know that might explain his behavior. I’ve been researching his family history for an article to come out during the Chicago Fair.”

“Please, tell me everything.”

“You sure you want the whole deal?” Dudley asked. “Nobody’s windier than Hank when he gets rolling.”

“The lady asked, Dudley, so I have to start with Theophania, a Greek merchant named after a festival honoring Apollo, where he sold silk. His descendants inched northward across Europe, selling what came to be known as tiffin silk.”

“How did you find that out?” I asked.

“The New York Genealogical and Biographical Society and early company brochures in the Astor Library. One leap took the family from England to New England, and a few more generations followed as cotton merchants in Connecticut, each one shrewdly outdoing the preceding one. Comfort Tiffany rose above his father by hiring Indians to build a mill, and then selling them molasses and rum to recoup the wages he had paid.”

“A canny business move,” said Bernard Booth, the Englishman, an import businessman himself.

“Comfort’s son Charles, Louis’s father, had ambitions that stretched beyond backwater towns.”

“He’s the one who established Tiffany and Company,” I said.

“By buying crates of goods abandoned on the docks during a depression, and selling the contents to the carriage trade, since the upper class wasn’t affected. When working-class people could buy again, he opened a gimcracks emporium selling glass ‘diamond’ necklaces, Japanese fans, Chinese parasols. For the middle class, he imported Bohemian glass and French porcelain.”

“Smart to offer a range of
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