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            Epigraph

         
         
            It is naught, it is naught, sayeth the buyer; but when he is gone his way, then he boasteth.

            —Proverbs 20:14 (KJV)
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            One
I Fall in Love
The Jerusalem Consul’s Ferahan-Sarouk

         
         My great-grandfather was a public man and is the reason I collect carpets. A soldier, a minister, and a diplomat, he was US
            consul in Jerusalem during World War I. After his posting to Palestine, he moved on to France and ended his diplomatic career
            in Nice, where in his old age he acquired a lady friend by the indubitably French name of Josephine. In 1931, feeling his
            eighty-five years, the consul decided to return home, and along with the lady he sailed for America. He didn’t quite make
            it. Instead he died at sea, and Josephine appears to have panicked. Not reading English and not knowing what compromising
            information her lover might have left in writing, she burned his papers. All of the public man that came off the SS Belgenland when it docked at Pier 59 in the Hudson River was his body and such items as he had loved too much to leave behind: Josephine,
            a few pieces of furniture, and dozens of oriental rugs.
         

         
         Josephine soon went back to Nice (where my great-grandfather’s heart is now buried beside her), but the rugs remained, at
            least for a while. In the 1930s decorating with oriental carpets was still the fashion, and family photos of the period show
            the large rooms of the family home in Dongan Hills fairly laminated with them. Tastes changed, though, after World War II,
            and by the 1950s no one wanted the old-fashioned look. Wall-to-wall “floor treatments” came in, and the handwoven orientals
            disappeared. Some of the consul’s carpets were sold, some were thrown out, some were left to molder in attics and basements.
            There were so many of them, though, that every branch of the succeeding generations inherited a few, and so it was that one
            eventually came to me.
         

         
         I was eighteen and heading off to college when I found an old throw rug heaped in the corner of our cellar and took it away to the cramped room of my freshman dorm. To my incurious eye, it looked simply black and tan with a design of snarled branches, and I didn’t think much about it during the undergraduate years I spent abusing it with spilled beer and corn chips and occasionally worse. But the little rug proved resilient, and as I moved on through life it moved with me, first to Virginia and later to New York City and eventually to small-town Connecticut. I kept it under the chair at my desk, where it warmed my toes as I worked at becoming a writer. Time passed. I married, my parents died, the World Trade Center was destroyed, the US invaded Iraq, and I had published four books and fathered a child by the time I glanced down one day to notice that my great-grandfather’s souvenir was showing its age. There were cracks along its edges and a crease at one end. I pulled it out into the light to have a better look. 

         
         The Jerusalem consul’s rug was about four feet wide by seven feet long. The beige arabesques that filled its field turned
            out to be interspersed with leaves and blossoms in many hues, and there was a vine scrolling around its rust-red border that
            was studded with clusters of grapes. Six small medallions filled the areas left empty by the arabesques, and yet the very
            center of the rug showed nothing but a pitch-dark blank. It was as if a profusion of vegetation overlaid an aperture into
            deep space.
         

         
         Handling the rug, I found it was a pleasure to touch, as rewarding to the fingers as a silk gown or downy skin, and the colors
            I examined were fascinating. What I had mistaken for black was actually a midnight blue, a deeply saturated dye that gleamed
            when it caught the light and resembled the ocean in the early dawn or the sky at dusk. I saw that the russet of the border
            was in fact almost a shade of brown, like the pelt of a fulvous animal. There were several varieties of green, including a
            pistachio flecked here and there with yellow, and where there was yellow unalloyed, it was the sandy gold of desert places.
            All of the colors ran a gamut of gradations, changing subtly in tone and intensity wherever one looked, so that the gaze was
            continually lured onward.
         

         
         The colors were extraordinary. It was color that first got my attention in carpets, and it is color that continues to attract me to them today. A good rug arrests the eye. I have marveled while drifting over Caribbean reefs at the scaly brilliance of tropical fish; I have gazed for hours in museum galleries at the luminous panels of Renaissance painters; I have stared out my window in autumn at New England’s spectacular foliage; but I have never seen colors elsewhere, in nature or in art, that can match the subtle palette of a fine oriental carpet. Color is to an antique rug what bouquet is to a vintage wine, at least 50 percent of the point. 

         
         The more I inspected the keepsake my ancestor had brought out of the Orient, the more I appreciated why he had held on to
            it. The rug was beautiful. It had sentimental value, too. I decided to have it repaired.
         

         
         In New England, old objects are a stock-in-trade, and finding someone to sew up my rug did not prove difficult. As it happened,
            my next-door neighbor at the time was a dealer in antique furniture, and I stopped by one afternoon to see if he knew of anyone
            who dealt in carpets.
         

         
         *  *  *

         I discover Gary Clifton improving a secretary desk, rubbing cigarette ash into the lacquer stain with which he is disguising
            the new beading he’s added to the original apron. (The ash dulls the sheen of a freshly applied coat and helps simulate an
            antique patina.) He is a wiry man with a quick mind, a sharp eye, and a cynical sense of humor. Like many balding men, he
            often wears a hat, and he wears what hair remains a little long. With his hat on, he looks like an aging folk singer. With
            it off, he looks like Shakespeare.
         

         
         “You have any pantyhose on you?” he asks when he sees me.

         
         “Pantyhose? Not at the moment. Why?”

         
         “I think it would look better if I strained the shellac first.”

         
         ‘What are you doing here?”

         
         “Creating a masterpiece.”

         
         “You think it will fool anybody?”

         
         “Who’s anybody? Me, no. The average guy, you bet.”

         
         Gary improves his antiques, but he isn’t cheating anyone. He has no retail customers and makes no claims for the furniture he buys and sells. Instead, he travels around Connecticut and its neighboring states to acquire old pieces at auction if the price is right, and then he works meticulously to make them more attractive. He disguises faults, repairs damage, adds ornamentation, brightens or distresses the finish as seems best, and when he’s done, he offers the result at auction again, as is. Watching Gary at work is educational, and not just with regard to furniture. Old carpets, too, are very often “improved.” Repiled, reselvedged, redyed. Like beauty, authenticity is in the eye of the beholder. Caveat emptor.
         

         
         “Oriental rugs, huh?” he responds when I make my inquiry. “What do you think of that one? Two fifty at an estate sale last
            week.”
         

         
         On the floor of his shop is a full-size carpet that shows a grid of square compartments filled with a variety of floral motifs:
            blossoms, shrubs, pendulous trees. (I’ll learn it’s a garden-design Bakhtiari, a type made in western Iran.) The colors are
            bright and attractive—though I’ll eventually be able to see that many of them are synthetic and hence off-putting to collectors—and
            the price of $250 comes as a surprise. Antique oriental carpets at the top end of the market have skyrocketed in price in
            recent years—the record is now over $33 million—but newly made rugs of merely good quality can sell for very little.
         

         
         Gary hears me out about my ancestor’s rug, and when I finish he gives me two names: Ron Somerset and Jim Barnard. Ron doesn’t
            answer his phone when I try him that evening. Jim does, and I make my appointment.
         

         
         Jim Barnard lives outside of Hartford on a road that skirts the floodplain of the Connecticut River, and on the day I first go to meet him, spring has finally arrived in the river valley. The reedy marshes and stands of scrub growth are flooded with the snowmelt descending out of Vermont and Massachusetts, and the shimmering sunlight reflected off the countless ponds and streams is gathering strength as the morning approaches midday. Driving past the region’s fieldstone walls and clapboard houses and tall-windowed churches, I think how New England is as antique as America gets. Of course, that’s a relative thing. The past doesn’t have much to work with in this country, where a home is old at thirty years and a town is old at three hundred. Perhaps for that reason, Americans love flea markets and antique fairs. They spend so much of their time wrapped in the brand-new and the mass-produced that any object made by hand a century ago—a hat box, a wooden doll, a wrought-iron hinge—seems a worthy focus of nostalgia, whether anyone actually remembers using it or not. And because the twentieth century was a disaster for craftsmanship of almost every sort, old objects that testify to painstaking manual skill seem particularly venerable. There’s nothing that requires more craftsmanship than weaving a fine oriental carpet, and no antiques fair is complete without them. As decorative items, they go in and out of fashion, but collectors have never abandoned them. 

         
         I pass a statue of Colonel John Mason, the ruthless Indian killer standing with sword in hand to glare at our marginally more
            tolerant age, and come to a gingerbread Victorian close beside the road. The number on the mailbox says it’s Jim’s. I notice
            a couple of signs posted warning of security systems and unfriendly dogs, but I hear no barking when I pull into the drive.
            Instead, it is Jim who hears my arrival, and as I step out of my car, he steps out his kitchen door to greet me.
         

         
         Jim Barnard has iron-gray hair, a square face, and a straightforward approach to life. His manner is pleasant but no-nonsense,
            and among the imaginative, not to say inventive, not to say duplicitous people I will meet in the rug business, Jim is among
            the most honest and down-to-earth. As we shake hands, he looks over both me and the rug I have brought him in rapid appraisal.
         

         
         “It’s Persian,” he tells me as I unroll it, “a Ferahan-Sarouk.* Leave it on the porch and come on inside and we’ll talk.”
         

         
         “You want me to leave it right here?”

         
         “I don’t ever bring a rug in the house until I’ve checked it for wildlife. If I see anything, I wash it. Even if I don’t,
            I vacuum both sides to be sure. That way no eggs hatch inside and moths don’t get into the rest of my carpets. Leave it there.”
         

         
         The home’s interior is something out of a fever dream. It looks like an Orientalist painting by Gérôme or Delacroix. There are rugs on the floors, rugs on the chairs, rugs hanging on walls, stacked on a desk, draped over a banister, standing rolled up in a corner. And there’s a strong smell in the air, too, the distinctive odor of wool that is as pleasing to the nostrils of a carpet lover as the smell of oil paint is to a gallery hound. I take off my coat and take a seat. Jim sits down heavily and gestures to the large carpet lying under the dining room table where we’ve settled. 

         
         “I just got that. It’s a pretty good Heriz. I had a better one, I mean it was really good, but I sold it. My wife Cathy was
            mad when I did.”
         

         
         “Then why’d you sell it?”

         
         “A friend of mine came in and started just throwing down money. At some point, you have to say yes. You can’t stay in business
            if you don’t. I’ve got some things I’ve kept because nobody’s willing to pay enough, but any rug I own is for sale at a price.
            All right, so tell me about yours. Where’d you get it?”
         

         
         If you bring a good rug to a dealer, that’s often the first question asked. What’s your source? How come you found this rug,
            and I didn’t? Why didn’t someone call me to tell me about it? A regional operator like Jim makes his money by locating carpets,
            and as the resident expert he is expected by others in the business to “comb his backyard.” That is, when an interesting carpet
            turns up in his area, say at an estate sale or in a small antiques store, he’s supposed to hear about it from the auctioneer
            or the store owner. If the rug’s good enough, Jim will buy it on the spot and take it in turn to the high-end dealers in Boston
            or New York. Jim’s competition in this activity are the so-called pickers, individuals with a little knowledge and some ready
            cash who go around to small venues looking for items to resell. The city dealers will sometimes train a promising picker with
            the right instincts and a good eye to recognize valuable rugs, and many people (particularly people who do not come from a
            long line of Iranian or Armenian or Turkish merchants) first get into the carpet trade that way.
         

         
         What Jim has that the pickers don’t is a greater fund of experience, but he also has his established reputation and recognized role. If a rug gets to the auction block, it’s anyone’s to purchase, but the local auctioneers and estate liquidators know Jim and trust him, and they appreciate his repeat business. He often gets a phone call ahead of time. 

         
         “Where’d you find it?”

         
         “In my parents’ basement. I inherited it.”

         
         “I see. Well, what it needs is reselvedging. That means rebinding the sides. I charge ten dollars a foot to overcast the ends,
            but doing the sides is a lot more work. And a rug like this is woven so densely that it’s not easy to sew up. Sometimes you
            have to hammer the needle through. Anyway, the new selvedges will cost you three hundred and fifty dollars. It’ll take me
            a while.”
         

         
         “Wow. That’s a lot of money.”

         
         I actually don’t know if it’s a reasonable price. It’s my first time paying for anything having to do with carpets, and I
            have no idea what things cost.
         

         
         “Not really. But if money’s a problem, I could buy it. Would you like to sell it?”

         
         “Sell it? No, I don’t think so. It’s got sentimental value, it belonged to my ancestor.”

         
         “Nice ancestor. That’s a pretty good carpet.”

         
         “Why, what’s it worth?”

         
         Which is typically one of the first questions an amateur asks. There’s no good answer to the inquiry, for a couple of reasons.
            One is that the cost of an oriental carpet is a unique event. The same rug can bring wildly different prices depending on
            the circumstances of the sale, so that a bag face that brings two hundred dollars in a small auction in upstate New York might
            be offered by a dealer in Switzerland for the equivalent of several thousand. At a yard sale, at an antiques fair, in an obscure
            auction, from a dealer who needs to pay bills, from a dealer who is still attached to a piece recently acquired, at a major
            auction house with an international clientele, from a kid-glove dealer to the carriage trade . . . where a carpet is bought
            and who’s doing the buying will make all the difference.
         

         
         The other reason that the question of value rarely receives a satisfying answer is that dealers don’t like to be pinned down. They want to be able to adjust their prices as necessity dictates or opportunity offers. 

         
         I once knew a man from a family of Atlanta lawyers who claimed his relatives “billed on the flinch method.” When it came time
            for payment, they would look somber and say: “Now normally in a case like this we’d charge fifteen thousand dollars . . .”
            And if the client flinched, they’d continue: “But in this case, we were able to save you some money, and we’ll only need to
            charge twelve.” If the client didn’t flinch, however, the price would jump: “But I’m afraid there were complications on this
            occasion, and the hours added up, so we can’t avoid charging more.”
         

         
         The flinch method is used in some form in many businesses, and it is almost the rule in the carpet trade. There’s no blue
            book value or catalog cost for rugs, and the authors who claim to include price guides in their books are retailing a laughable
            fiction. Dealers will charge what the market will bear, but nothing is worth anything in this world except what someone is
            willing to pay. If you are going to buy and sell carpets, you had better learn how to bargain. As an American accustomed to
            paying the price-as-marked in shopping malls and supermarkets, bargaining was not in my background. An innocent was venturing
            into the souk.
         

         
         “What’s it worth?” I repeat.

         
         “Well, that depends,” says Jim. “In good condition, for a customer buying it at ABC Carpets in New York, five or six thousand
            dollars. For someone trying to sell it to me in this condition, a lot less. Maybe fifteen hundred.”
         

         
         “I don’t want to sell it.”

         
         “I know. That’s why I told you. Why don’t you come see what I’ve got for sale out in the shed right now? It will give you
            an idea of what things look like and what they cost. There’s quite a range.”
         

         
         The building we walk out to is a windowless addition built on to the home’s garage, and I notice more signs warning of a security
            system posted on the heavily padlocked door. When Jim lets us in, though, no sirens go off and no electronic surveillance
            system springs into action. The signs are all for show.
         

         
         “Where’s the security?” I ask. “And what about the dogs?”

         
         “Our dog died a couple of years ago, and we haven’t had the heart to get another one. I did have a security system once, but I got rid of it. Every time a mouse moved, the thing went off and the police would come to the house. They got tired of that, and we did, too.” 

         
         “You decided it wasn’t necessary?”

         
         “Actually, it might still be a good idea. When I first started in the business, I didn’t want anybody to know where I lived.
            They all know by now. There’s probably two hundred thousand dollars’ worth of carpets in here, and I’m gone sometimes, to
            shows and stuff. Well, I’ve got insurance.”
         

         
         The inside of the shed has shelving on all sides that consists of sturdy platforms stacked above one another like bunk beds,
            and on the shelves are folded carpets of many kinds. The first few Jim pulls down to show me are Caucasian scatter rugs, many
            of which have large geometric diamonds and stars and octagons drawn in bright blue and red. In his matter-of-fact way, he
            sells me on them for a while, pointing out details in carpets he calls Shirvans and Kubas and Gendjes and Kazaks. I’m not
            ready to spend the $2,000 or $3,000 it would take to buy one, though, and indeed I’m not sure I want to buy anything. After
            all, I came here to repair what I already own, not to acquire objects I know nothing about. Still, I can’t deny that the carpets
            attract me. The touch, the smell, the fantastic colors . . . I feel an instinctive response, the undercurrent of a growing
            infatuation, a tingle like I used to feel after the third gin and tonic in a singles bar. And in fact acquiring a collector’s
            mania is a bit like falling for someone. It can hit you out of nowhere, and who knows why it happens? Maybe it’s the right
            moment in your life, and you’re ready for a new experience. Maybe you suddenly realize that a hunger of which you had been
            only dimly aware can now be satisfied. Maybe it’s just kismet.
         

         
         Jim looks over at me now and again, judging my readiness to spend, and eventually we move down to lower price points. I see
            a small mat with an allover pine-cone pattern and very dense knotting.
         

         
         “That’s a Senneh,” says Jim. “If it didn’t have that pink synthetic, it would bring a couple of thousand dollars. But it does
            have it. I could let it go for, oh, maybe twelve hundred.”
         

         
         I still don’t bite, and we descend another level. He shows me a seemingly dark-brown bag face, about two feet square, that has a white star in its center surrounded by a pattern of large concentric diamonds edged with interlocking shapes that look like rows of fishhooks. 

         
         “Mushwami Baluch. Baluch rugs are cheap, even though they shouldn’t be. That one’s only three hundred, and the wool and the
            dyes in it are really good. Here, come on out in the sunlight, and you’ll see it better.”
         

         
         He’s right, the bag face comes alive in the sun. What seemed drab in the shed is in fact a textile with many colors. There’s
            a forest green in it and two different blues, and there’s a fiery red that glows. The wool is soft and thick, and the condition
            is very good. What’s not to like? And so a little Baluch becomes the first rug I ever buy.
         

         
         The Baluch are an ethnic group now living in Iran’s arid Sistan region and in neighboring Pakistan, but the name is used also
            in the carpet world for the many small rugs and bag faces produced farther north, on either side of the Iran/Afghanistan border.
            It’s a category that was for many years deprecated by most (though not all) sophisticated collectors, and while Baluch pieces
            have begun to be more appreciated recently, unexceptional examples still sell for a modest cost, and there is a thriving business
            in them at the low end of the market. An exquisite textile will be expensive regardless of its type, but a merely good Baluch
            is so cheap anybody can have one. That a weaving of this sort becomes my first purchase was almost predictable.
         

         
         I pull out my wallet and use the hood of my car as the surface on which to write Jim a check.

         
         “You wouldn’t have cash, would you?”

         
         I don’t, and wind up paying an extra $36 to satisfy the state of Connecticut, but most of my future transactions involving
            rugs will be in greenbacks. Even established dealers will usually give you money off if your purchase is off the books, and
            the ambiguous characters at the fringes of the trade don’t want anything else.
         

         
         I toss my purchase into my car, and Jim and I shake hands.

         
         “I’ll get to your ancestor’s rug pretty soon. A couple of weeks. I’ll phone you when it’s ready.”

         
         “OK. What’s it called again?”

         
         “A Ferahan-Sarouk.”

         
         “How can you tell?”

         
         “By the weave.”

         
         “How can you tell from that?”

         
         “I just can.”

         
         And that’s all the answer I get. What Jim knows about rugs and others don’t is what allows him to make a profit, and I will
            discover that he is never forthcoming on the subject. Even if he wanted to, though, he couldn’t help me much. It’s too complicated.
            An experienced dealer can usually identify a rug at a glance, and if not will need no more than a brief examination of its
            back in order to do so, but the subtleties of weave are difficult to describe and take a long time to learn. There’s a saying
            in the business: “It’s not hard to learn about carpets; you only have to touch a hundred thousand of them.” An enormous amount
            of information must be absorbed before one is anything but a beginner, and the education process is so demanding that even
            experts make mistakes. Beginners make many mistakes.
         

         
         Jim and I are leaning against my car and beginning to learn about one another. What do you do? (I say I used to work in advertising.)
            Where did you grow up? (Long Island.) When did you move to this area? (About fifteen years ago, when my daughter was born.)
            While we’re talking, a woman comes out of the house carrying a small suitcase, and Jim introduces her to me as his wife Cathleen.
            His wife has pale skin, blue eyes, and the kind of curly black hair you might call an Irish Afro. She is polite but unsmiling,
            and her face looks drawn.
         

         
         “How long do you think you’ll be gone?” asks Jim.

         
         “At least one night. Maybe two. It’s whether he wants me to stay and how I feel about it.”

         
         “You need any money?”

         
         “No, I’m all right. He’ll ask the same thing.”

         
         “OK. Call me if you want.”

         
         “OK.”

         
         Cathleen drives off, and I wait to be told, hoping I haven’t stepped into domestic difficulties. I have, but not the ones
            I imagined.
         

         
         “It’s her father, he’s dying. She’s been spending some nights at the hospital.”

         
         “I’m sorry,” I offer, not knowing what else to say.

         
         “Cathleen and he never got along, but she’s pretty broken up now. Anyway, I’ll call you when your rug’s ready. A couple of
            weeks, more or less, depending when the funeral is.”
         

         
         Et in Arcadia ego. Like any other hobby, collecting carpets is in some sense a refuge, an absorbing distraction from life’s adamantine realities.
            It’s the kind of enthusiasm people often turn to in middle age, when they have some disposable income and have begun to feel
            the undercurrent of time passing by. But life goes on, as the cliché insists, and even as your eye is seduced by a beautiful
            object that some overworked woman created in some impoverished place, your dog might die or your father wind up in the hospital.
            Over the years I have come to own over a hundred old carpets (a number utterly unimpressive among rug collectors), and I always
            enjoy giving them my attention, but I know my diversion for what it is and that its escapism provides no real escape. In my
            own case, the realities calling for distraction are nothing extraordinary, really. The usual anxieties about aging and the
            abridgment of ambition. That my knees no longer permit me to fence, the sport I loved and practiced with intense enjoyment
            for thirty years. That my efforts to maintain fitness in other ways, by running and lifting weights, show a slow decline as
            well. That the ambition I conceived in adolescence of creating a body of poems to rival that of Shelley or Stevens has not
            been fulfilled to the degree I once confidently expected. That the writing of verse, which was for millennia understood to
            be a major intellectual undertaking, is no longer regarded as a serious pursuit, and that poetry is far less appreciated in
            America today than it was only a couple of generations ago, back when I started out.
         

         
         Driving home from Jim Barnard’s, however, I don’t think about such things. With my Baluch bag face on the seat beside me and
            the prospect of a new fascination beckoning, I am almost giddy with delight. An unknown world—the carpet world—lies all before
            me, waiting to be explored, and my singles-bar tingle has become a flush of excitement. That life goes on is of no concern
            to me, not at the moment. At the moment, I’m too busy falling in love.
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            Two
The Deep End of the Pool
The Gold-Field Kurdish Carpet

         
         Beginners make many mistakes, and I will be making them all. To start doing so, I’ll need that dangerous thing, a little learning,
            and, being a writer, my first instinct is to acquire it by reading up on the subject. One of the first mistakes I make is
            not realizing how widely the literature regarding carpets varies in quality. Sitting after dinner a few days following my
            meeting with Jim Barnard, my Baluch bag face on the arm of my chair, I examine the dusty old tomes I have just purchased from
            a secondhand bookstore, volumes written by John Mumford, Walter Hawley, Arthur Dilley, Charles Jacobsen, and others: collectors
            and dealers from the first part of the twentieth century whose terminology has long gone out of fashion and whose level of
            scholarship now seems rudimentary. (Even among books published recently, accuracy of information is by no means guaranteed.
            The best scholars now take a much more disciplined approach to the field than was once the case, but the archival and anthropological
            evidence they have to work with is often quite thin, and the temptation to speculate enormous.) Turning the thick leaves of
            the rag paper that was common a century ago, I do my best to memorize the outmoded definitions and categories I don’t yet
            know will be useless to me—Princess Bokhara, Kabistan, Mecca Shiraz—and I give my wife, Spencer, the news.
         

         
         “I’m going to learn about this,” I say innocently.

         
         “What this is that?” she asks, looking up from her own book.

         
         “I’m going to learn all about carpets.”

         
         Something no one has ever done.

         
         “Really? Well, let me know when you have,” she says, returning her hazel eyes and quiet concentration to the private world of her own explorations, a pursuit that takes place almost exclusively in the realm of the printed page. She doesn’t have the “collector’s gene” that I do, and she rarely buys anything for herself, but having lived with me for several decades, she’s grown used to my forays into new areas of connoisseurship and my periodic manias for fresh accumulation. She knows it comes with the territory. When I was a teenager, I owned hundreds of rock-and-roll records. When I worked as a sommelier, my cellar contained hundreds of different wines. These days, our little house is stacked to its low ceilings with uncounted thousands of books, a clutter that grows worse almost by the hour. Some people have the instinct to gather and some don’t, and the self-denying asperity of the minimalist’s lifestyle is not for me. If the impulse to collect has a tendency to run riot and one winds up living amid messy confusion, well, so be it. You can’t take it with you, but in the meantime, give me more. 

         
         I look through the carpet books for a few days, and then I set forth to put my new expertise to use. I grab all the old rugs
            I can find. That is, I go around to the area’s many small antiques shops and used furniture stores and pay the asking price
            or close to it for any carpet that resembles something mentioned by the authors I’ve been reading. There’s a lot out there
            waiting for an indiscriminate buyer, at least at first. It’s 2003, and the world economy is running hot. The stock market
            is soaring, interest rates are at an all-time low, and in response to the easy money in circulation, marginal businesses like
            junk shops have sprung up all over. Anytime I go looking—anytime I “list to hunt”—I come across another spot within driving
            distance in which to exercise my prowess.
         

         
         In a dark corner at the back of a shop selling broken chairs and lamps that don’t work, I find what survives of a Perpedil
            Kuba, a worn remnant punctured by several holes and missing large sections of its border. It lies under a scattering of broken
            glass, and the owner smells strongly of hashish. Forty dollars, cash.
         

         
         In a store that sells used garden furniture and the sort of upscale knickknacks interior decorators use as “accent pieces,” I find a moth-eaten Shirvan prayer rug that is patched and has a twelve-inch split down its middle. The woman sitting behind the desk doesn’t know if her husband will give me 5 percent off because of the damaged condition, but when she phones him with my offer I can hear his eager assent leap out of the receiver. Four hundred and fifty dollars, cash. 

         
         In an antiques mall where various dealers rent space I find a little rug that has almost entirely faded to gray. The tag says
            it’s a Kabistan, and because Kabistan is one of the names I’ve read about, I’m so excited I don’t even bother to ask if I
            can pay less. (A slight discount is standard in such malls, and contacting the dealer in question will often result in a further
            reduction, but I don’t know that.) Five hundred dollars in a check plus the requisite sales tax.
         

         
         All of these distressed carpets, and several others I snap up as well, come from the Caucasus. A mountainous isthmus squeezed
            between the Black Sea and the Caspian, the Caucasus is one of those crossroads where peoples collide and history happens.
            It’s where Europe meets Asia, where Christianity meets Islam, and its constricted geography is home to hundreds of languages
            and, by present count, six different countries. The site of many battles and of much bloodshed to this day, the Caucasus has
            seen incessant conflict, but the meeting of cultures on its contested ground has been fertile soil for carpets. Enormous numbers
            of them have been woven there, including my Kubas and Shirvans. Kubas are densely woven and usually small rugs made in the
            villages north of Baku. Shirvans are less tightly woven rugs made west and south of Baku, and are now often referred to simply
            as southeast Caucasian. Kabistans are what Kubas and Shirvans used to be called collectively a long time ago.
         

         
         South of the Caucasus Mountains, you’re in Asia, and broadly speaking the weaving of piled carpets is an Asian or Asian-influenced art. There are flatweaves just about everywhere, but no piled carpets to speak of in Australia, the Americas, or sub-Saharan Africa. The world of piled carpets as scholars define them now may be divided by geography and style into seven major categories: Chinese (inclusive of the Tarim Basin and Tibet), Central Asian (all the “stans” of today), Indian (inclusive of Kashmir and Pakistan), Iranian (called Persian in many books), Anatolian (plus Istanbul, across the Bosporus), the Islamic Mediterranean (Syria, Egypt, and North Africa), and Caucasian. Piled carpets have been made in Europe, too, perhaps as far back as classical times, but European production has been relatively small by comparison with that of Asia. 

         
         As with my first purchase of a Baluch, the fact that the carpet collection I initially assemble consists of Caucasian pieces
            was foreseeable. Like many kinds of aesthetic appreciation, an interest in oriental rugs tends to follow a predictable course,
            a winding path toward complex response. That’s something I should have known already, because I’d been on such journeys before.
         

         
         I was traveling by train in Italy once as a young man, hurrying around the country to see as much art as I could before my
            meager resources obliged me to return home, when I fell into conversation with the elegant and elderly passenger who shared
            my compartment. What was I doing traveling all by myself? Learning about Italian painting? Ah, that explained it. If a person
            is really taken with it, seeking out such art can consume all of one’s attention, and one can be as devoted to the search
            as a monk is to his prayers. He remembered. So where was I going next?
         

         
         “Assisi. The art I like . . .”

         
         “You don’t have to tell me,” said the old man, smiling. “I know what you like. Trecento, Quattrocento. Am I right?”

         
         He was indeed. The art that had spoken to me first, that had reached out of its pinnacled frames and leapt from its frescoed
            walls to fascinate me and that would eventually lead me to study it in graduate school, was the fourteenth- and fifteenth-century
            work of the early Italian masters. I was drawn by their directness and intensity, by the purity of their commitment to their
            craft, the sincerity of their belief in the subjects they depicted.
         

         
         “You like Quattrocento,” said the old man, “and I like Baroque. You can’t even imagine how someone could like Baroque, can
            you?”
         

         
         I couldn’t, not then; yet, having progressed from my interest in early Italian art to that of the High Renaissance and thence to Mannerism and beyond, I begin to understand it now. One arrives in the course of one’s life—as European culture did itself—at a taste for irony and self-aware performance, for display as its own end. I haven’t quite made it all the way to Guido Reni (though give me time), but these days I can enjoy Salvator Rosa or Artemisia Gentileschi. Just as one’s appreciation of literature shifts and broadens and is possibly refined given a lifetime of reading, so with the appreciation of the visual arts. One sees with different eyes. 

         
         There is a road to be followed in connoisseurship, and for carpet lovers, too, what one is drawn to will depend on where one
            is on the route. Some collectors will develop a deep interest in the subtle variations of the rigidly symmetrical and superficially
            quite similar “gül” motifs of Central Asia’s Turkmen carpets. Some will come to value the graceful formality and precise planning
            of the finely knotted floral carpets produced by Iran’s urban workshops. But what new enthusiasts typically gravitate toward
            are Caucasians. Their big geometric medallions and profusion of filler motifs (stars, small blossoms, stylized birds and animals)
            make an immediate impression, and their high-impact designs are easy to identify. It’s fair to say that Caucasian rugs are
            simple, or seem so. They are classified using the names of many small towns in what are now Armenia and Azerbaijan, but the
            names are applied largely on the basis of a rug’s pattern rather than according to its structure. This categorization according
            to appearance makes it possible for a relative beginner who has memorized the names of the most common Caucasian designs to
            feel like an expert.
         

         
         Another reason beginners favor Caucasian rugs is that they see them a lot. Starting in the late 1800s and lasting into the
            Soviet era, cottage industry in the Caucasus produced an enormous quantity of carpets for export, a boom stimulated by Russian
            government support, and the result is that Caucasian rugs appear regularly in auctions, and dealers usually have them in stock.
            The relative availability means relative affordability, and that, too, attracts beginners.
         

         
         Beginners tend to start with Caucasians, but more seasoned collectors often get tired of them. Their abundance in itself disqualifies them in the hunt for the rare and unusual, and beyond that, they are too unsurprising. Perhaps because they were churned out in such numbers, one almost never comes across a Caucasian carpet of a type and design one has not encountered many times before. Almost. Almost. Unique examples do exist, though they are few and far between, and carpets made before the late nineteenth-century outpouring do turn up. When that happens, the contempt bred by familiarity is replaced by excitement, and the rug in question brings a high price. So it is that Caucasian rugs appeal to the least sophisticated and most sophisticated sensibilities. Beginners love them, and some of the most serious scholars in the carpet world have specialized in them. Between those extremes, everyone else grows bored. 

         
         A beginner is what I am, however, and beginning collectors can’t help being what they are any more than can kindergartners
            or first-time parents. I start off happy with the Caucasians I have gathered, and looking at them makes me smile. Laying them
            down on the living room floor and turning up the sound on the stereo, I dance around with a glass of wine in my hand and a
            song in my heart. I’m happy with the rugs I’ve collected, and yet when I show them to my neighbor Gary a few weeks later,
            he is unimpressed. Carrying my newly acquired trophies the short way downhill to his house (one learns early that anything
            involving carpets involves a lot of lifting), I look through his screen door to see him sitting with a basket in his lap,
            a bottle of fruit juice beside him, and a Q-tip in his hand.
         

         
         “Can I come in?”

         
         “Sure,” he says, holding up the basket. “What do you think?”

         
         “What is it?”

         
         “A genuine antique Indian artifact. Probably Algonquin, but I’m no expert.”

         
         “It doesn’t seem like your kind of thing.”

         
         “It’s not, but it was like money lying on the ground. I got it post-auction for next to nothing. The color was faded because
            it’s old, so it looked dull and nobody wanted it. It’ll sell now, though.”
         

         
         “Ocean Spray Cran-Grape,” I say, reading the label.

         
         “The Indians used cranberry juice as a dye, but I’m getting better results with some grape juice mixed in. I’ll paint it up
            till the colors are bright, and somebody will spring for it. Of course it will be more faded on the inside than on the outside,
            which doesn’t make any sense. But most people won’t think to check.”
         

         
         “How much do you think it will bring?”

         
         “Who knows, amateurs at auction are hard to predict. I’d be happy with a couple of hundred dollars. Cover the phone bill this month. What have you got there?” 

         
         I unroll my little rugs, fanning them out around his chair and reciting the names I have learned to call them . . . this one’s
            a Kuba, that one’s a Kabistan . . . but Gary doesn’t have much of a reaction.
         

         
         “Well,” he says at last, “I guess they didn’t cost much, did they?”

         
         “No, I got them for good prices,” I answer right away.

         
         I don’t know, in fact, whether I paid a lot or a little relative to their value, but I’m uneasy. Gary clearly doesn’t like
            them, and now the rugs don’t look quite so good to me as they did just a few minutes earlier.
         

         
         “They’re collector pieces,” I add, feeling a bit defensive.

         
         “Uh-huh. They could use some Ocean Spray, they’re pretty faded. I should send you to see Robyn.”

         
         “Who?”

         
         “Robyn Del Vecchio, she’s another person around here who sells rugs. I used to play tennis with her husband until my knee
            went out. Roger, that’s her second husband. Her first was Ron Somerset.”
         

         
         Which was one of the names Gary had given me initially. Rug dealing is a specialty business and a small world.

         
         “You didn’t tell me about her before.”

         
         “You didn’t need every name. Anyway, I thought you wanted a repair, I didn’t know you wanted to buy.”

         
         “There’s a difference?”

         
         “You bet. Dealers, appraisers, auctioneers, with some there’s never any problem, others you learn to be careful. Ron knows
            his stuff, but if I was buying, I’d go to Robyn.”
         

         
         Which is what I do.

         
         I go to see her in part because Gary has left me dissatisfied with what I own already and in part because I am driven by my initiate’s fever. Thoroughly bitten by the carpet bug, these days I think about carpets, I read about carpets, I talk about them and probably dream about them, too. I feel an almost physical urge to see and touch more of them every day, and my opportunities for doing so have dried up. Making my rounds of secondhand shops and antiques malls the first time through, I found many old rugs for sale, but when I go back to the same emporiums a month or two later, I think they’ve done a very poor job replacing their stock. There are no new arrivals for me to waste my money on. What has happened, as I eventually realize, is that the ones I purchased had been a long while accumulating, and now that they have made their way to me, it will be a long while again before that many others come out of the area’s attics. The stores I have been in so far acquire their rugs by accident, when Granddaddy dies or Grandma moves to Florida, and what I want now is a store that has assembled its stock by design and maintains a sizable inventory. I want to see more rugs, I want to see better rugs, and so I go to see Robyn. 

         
         As it happens, Robyn’s shop is not far from my home, and to this day I’m not sure why Gary initially sent me elsewhere when
            he could have just sent me to her. Maybe he sided with her first husband Ron after the divorce. Maybe he was repaying Jim
            Barnard for a referral. Whatever the reason, a mere ten-minute drive brings me to a small barn in an upscale neighborhood
            of an upscale town, where the sign on the door reads antique carpets, llc. Not magical carpets or aladdin’s lair or threads of the orient or any of the other silly names that rug dealers so often choose in an effort to create an atmosphere of allure. Just as
            wine merchants are given to selling their wares by means of a deliberately intimidating mystique, many people in the carpet
            trade try to attract customers using an artificial exoticism. Robyn’s sign is a statement. No horsefeathers here.
         

         
         She’s sitting at her desk when I knock on the door, squinting at a computer screen and holding a phone to her ear. When she
            sees me, she waves me in with her free hand, but it’s a few minutes before she hangs up. I use the time taking a look around.
            There are several stacks of rugs several feet high, sorted according to size, and there are twenty or thirty full-size carpets,
            rolled and bound and standing on end along one side of the room. There is a heap of bag faces in one corner, a few folded
            carpets piled in another, and several pictorial rugs tacked to the wall. And there’s that scent, the delicious aroma of high-lanolin
            wool I smelled in Jim Barnard’s home.
         

         
         I sit down on the bench next to Robyn’s desk and wait for her to finish her conversation—something about a motorized wheelchair for a child—and when she’s done, I start right in. After all, I know rugs and know what I’m looking for. 

         
         “You have any blue-field Caucasians with interlocked diamond medallions?”

         
         This is a bit like asking in a hardware store if there are any nails for sale, but Robyn treats me gently. She pauses a moment
            to rearrange her bobbed gray hair, brushing it back off her forehead, and rubs her ice-blue eyes with both hands.
         

         
         “We have lots of carpets here. Do you need a particular size?”

         
         “I need the right rug. I’ll know it when I see it. I’m a collector.”

         
         If she’s tempted to laugh, she disguises it.

         
         “Well, I close at four, but there’s still a little time. Let’s go through the piles, and maybe you’ll find something you like.”

         
         She stands up, and I see that she is a woman of medium height who is dressed in a cardigan sweater and slacks. She reminds
            me of women I used to see at the salle when I was a member of the New York Fencers Club: being thick through the thighs and
            backside helps with the squatting and lunging that fencing demands, and no doubt it helps with wrangling a roomful of carpets.
            Anytime Robyn and her husband take a selection of rugs to an antiques show—and participating in such shows is essential for
            dealers located outside of major population centers—thousands of pounds of deadweight need to be packed and loaded and dragged
            and stacked. Merchants in Istanbul or Beirut can afford to employ muscular young men to do the grunt work, and one hears from
            immigrant store owners that “rug-shop assistant” is a respectable career in the Middle East, but such help costs a lot in
            this country, and small-time dealers in Connecticut have to lift and tote for themselves.
         

         
         Just going through the piles takes work. I help Robyn as she peels back one rug after another. Each one has a tag wired to its corner with its name and size and cost. The prices are in the thousands of dollars, and the names (Malayer, Talish, Demerçi, Ersari, Ningxia, and many others) are not the ones I have been reading about. I’ve no idea what I want, no idea what my “area of special interest” might be, no real idea even what I wish to spend. All I know is that these rugs are far better than the ones I have acquired so far, and that I’m ready to move up a level in my collecting. It’s time to dive into the deep end of the pool. 

         
         As the rugs flash by one after another, Robyn can sense which of them appeal. There is a basic distinction in carpet production
            between “city” rugs and “tribal” rugs, those made in workshops or permanent homes and those made by nomadic or formerly nomadic
            ethnic groups. City rugs are often floral in design and curvilinear in their drawing, whereas tribal rugs are usually geometric
            in design and angular in their drawing. Some collectors like to believe that tribal rugs are more genuine and less commercial
            than those woven in a city, though this is a dubious claim. Nomadic people did of course make items for their own use—animal
            trappings and transport bags, tent decorations and clothing—but they also wove items for trade, which is to say for export.
            Transhumance—the seasonal shifting of flocks from place to place in order to find fresh pasturage—is a truly ancient way of
            life. Sheep and goats were first domesticated some ten thousand years ago, and nomads have been migrating with them ever since.
            (There are a great many varieties of sheep and goat—merino sheep, fat-tailed sheep, Angora goats, and cashmere goats are among
            the best known, but there are lots more—and textiles differ in texture and appearance according to the type of wool or hair
            used to make them.) The yield of the semiannual shearing of their flocks is most of what nomadic tribesmen have to barter
            with, and what they bring to the bazaar will be the wool itself or objects woven from that wool. Since tribal textiles might
            be intended to be sold, just like the ones made in urban settings, tribal weavers were not immune to market pressures. They
            were surely tempted to make more of whatever sold best, and attributing a noncommercial purity of design to their weavings
            is fanciful. Whatever their degree of innate legitimacy, though, carpets with tribal motifs are attractive to many customers,
            and as with Caucasian rugs, they tend to make an immediate impression.
         

         
         Robyn probably knows already that a “tribal” rug of some sort is where my novice instincts will guide me, but she can see I’m not yet willing to pay for the Kazaks and Qashga’is she has available, carpets that are among the most expensive of this type. I linger over many I’d like to own—there’s one I love that has pink medallions on a gold ground—and yet I remain hesitant. 

         
         “I’ve got it,” she says at last. “What you should buy is an Afshar. Come look over here.”

         
         The rug she takes me to is squarish, about five feet by six, and has a soft white field with large rose blossoms arranged
            like the five-spots seen on dice. Strangely, the roses are colored green and brown, but they are otherwise realistically drawn,
            and Robyn tells me they are gul farang. That’s a Persian term (derived from the Farsi word for “foreigner” and in turn possibly from “Frankish”) meaning “European
            flower,” and it is the name used throughout the Middle East for blossoms drawn in the Western manner. The borders of the rug
            have lots of copper red and denim blue in them, and in between the large roses, the field is filled with dozens of little
            triangles that appear to have clawed feet. Stylized birds, says Robyn. She says that’s the tribal element and is what makes
            the rug so interesting.
         

         
         The price tag reads $1,800, but Robyn is quick to tell me I don’t need to pay that much.

         
         “We’re running a discount right now where everything is ten percent off, and we’ve had this rug for a while. We could give
            it to you for even less, just fifteen hundred. Buy it and take it home and live with it for a while. If you decide you don’t
            like it, you can always bring it back and exchange it. You can trade it in anytime for just what you paid. You can’t lose.”
         

         
         I dive in.

         
         After we shake hands on the deal, I sit down by her desk to write the check (“You wouldn’t happen to have cash?”), and as
            I do, we talk. Robyn is a good conversationalist when she wants to be, and just now she is making herself agreeable. A successful
            dealer works at establishing friendships, real or pretended, with as many customers as possible.
         

         
         “Gary Clifton sent me to you,” I tell her when she asks. “He’s my next-door neighbor.”

         
         “That must be interesting. Gary’s a character.”

         
         “I’d say he’s a bit of a curmudgeon. I don’t know if that’s fair.”

         
         She laughs.

         
         “That’s absolutely fair. He and Roger used to play tennis together, and we saw a lot of him. Tell him I said hello. Tell him I said thanks.” 

         
         “Will do.”

         
         “You know, you should buy a pad to lay under your rug, especially if you’re going to put it in a high-traffic area. Afshars
            are made with soft wool, and yours is too nice not to take care of.”
         

         
         “How much would a pad be?”

         
         “Let’s see, five by six . . . call it fifty dollars.”

         
         I get the pad as well.

         
         “It’s the right thing to do
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