
THE LAWS OF DESIRE



  
    
    
      This is a work of fiction. Similarities to real people, places, or events are entirely coincidental.

    
    

    
      THE LAWS OF DESIRE

    

    
      First edition. July 2, 2026.

      Copyright © 2026 Jaime Pasquier.

    

    
    
      Written by Jaime Pasquier.

    

    
      10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    

  


Table of Contents

Title Page

Copyright Page

Author’s Note

TABLE OF CONTENTS

INTRODUCTION: THE GHOST IN THE DATING APP

BOOK ONE

BOOK TWO

BOOK THREE

About the Author

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Author’s Note

[image: ]


The Romans had no smartphones. They had wax tablets, oil lamps, and couriers who carried messages across the city on foot. And yet in the detailed, occasionally embarrassing record they left behind, their experience of waiting for word from someone they loved is recognizable to anyone who has ever watched a message sit on read for four hours and felt their entire nervous system reorganize around the silence.

The waiting feels the same. The hope feels the same. The low-grade spiral of wondering what the silence means, what you said wrong, whether to send another message or hold your nerve — all of it is the same, running on the same ancient wiring, dressed in a different century’s clothes.

This is the idea at the heart of this book. Not that the past was better, or that we should take romantic advice from dead Romans, or that modernity has failed us in love. The idea is simpler and stranger than any of those: that for all the extraordinary things we have built — the apps, the algorithms, the platforms that can theoretically connect you to eight billion people — the part of us that does the actual falling in love has not been updated once.

It is still running the original software. It still panics at silence. It still performs when it should relax. It still mistakes intensity for connection, and availability for interest, and the carefully crafted profile for the person. Two thousand years of civilization and we are still, in the most important ways, the same creatures who were anxious about whether the courier came back with the right expression on his face.

Ovid knew this. He knew it with a clarity that was both generous and a little merciless, which is the specific quality that makes him, of all the writers who ever took love seriously, the one worth bringing forward. He was not a romantic in the misty sense. He was a student of what people actually do — not what they say they do, not what they intend to do, but what they actually, specifically, recognizably do when desire and anxiety arrive in the same room together.

He watched it all, with the fond exasperation of someone who has seen the same mistake made a thousand times and still finds it interesting, still finds it human, still finds it worth the trouble of writing down. What his Ars Amatoria captured, in Latin verse addressed to the citizens of first-century Rome, was a portrait of the romantic animal that has not required revision since.

The goal of this adaptation was never to translate that portrait into modern English. Plenty of translations exist and they do their job well. The goal was to do something harder and more honest: to catch Ovid’s spirit rather than his words. The wit that punctures pretension without becoming cruel. The rueful smile of someone who has made these mistakes himself. The affectionate eye-roll at the man who talks about himself for twenty minutes on a first date, or the woman who has curated her profile into something technically perfect and personally invisible.

To take that spirit and bring it somewhere it could breathe — into bars and coffee shops, into the specific light of a restaurant at eight on a Wednesday, into the four-second gap between opening a message and deciding whether to answer it — and let it say, in plain contemporary language, the same things it was saying in plain first-century language. Which is mostly: you already know what to do. You’re just frightened. And being frightened is very old, and you are in very large company.

There is one place where this version departs from the original, and it matters enough to name directly. Ovid’s Ars Amatoria was written as a campaign manual. Love, in its pages, is a war, and the other person is the territory to be conquered, and the instruction is about how to wear down resistance until it becomes surrender. He was brilliant about this. He was also wrong about it.

Not wrong in the way that only a twenty-first century reader can see — wrong in ways he himself seems to have half-understood, in the moments where the tactical confidence wobbles and something more complicated surfaces underneath. The book that got him exiled was, among other things, a book that treated people as objectives rather than as human beings, and the Tristia he wrote from exile have the quality of a man quietly reckoning with that.

This version changes the target entirely. The campaign here is not against another person. It is against yourself — against the defended posture, the performed nonchalance, the phone in your hand when you should be in the room, the carefully managed version of yourself that you have sent to the encounter in place of the actual you.

The siege metaphor, wherever it appears, has been redirected: the fortress to be taken is your own anxiety, your own self-consciousness, your own habit of treating a genuine human encounter like a problem to be solved rather than a moment to be inhabited. The art this book describes is not the art of manipulation. It is the considerably harder art of showing up — genuinely, attentively, with your full self present instead of a more defensible facsimile.

That shift changes everything, and it is what allows the Ovidian voice to remain what it always was at its best: not a strategist’s briefing, but a companion’s honesty. Someone who has seen enough of the human comedy to know what it is, and loves it anyway, and wants you to walk into the middle of it without quite so much fear.

The real test of this book will not happen while you are reading it. It will happen on some ordinary evening — a Tuesday, probably, because Tuesdays are where real life tends to occur — when the phone lights up and the familiar anxiety arrives with it. When you are in a conversation that matters and feel the pull toward the performance rather than the presence. When an apology is owed and the words are harder to find than they should be. When the thing being built between you and another person is fragile and real and asking for your attention rather than your strategy.

In those moments, Ovid will be of limited use. But perhaps the thing you carry from these pages — not a rule or a technique, but something closer to a recognition — will be of some. The recognition that what you are experiencing has been experienced by everyone who has ever wanted someone and found the wanting complicated. That the anxiety is ancient, the folly is human, and the possibility on the other side of both is worth the trouble of the education.

It always has been. That is, in the end, why we brought Ovid here.
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Let me tell you something about ghosting.

You didn’t invent it. Two thousand years before the read receipt, the love poetry of Rome was already full of men undone by exactly this — a woman who had been warm and present and laughing at their jokes over wine, and who then, without announcement or explanation, simply stopped. No closing argument, no formal withdrawal, no courtesy of a final conversation. The poets who recorded these episodes describe men haunting the streets near her house for months, composing increasingly unhinged verse, bribing her doorman for information. The doorman, in at least one account, took the money and invented the information, which tells you something about human nature that has also not changed. The man had usually done nothing wrong, incidentally. She had simply met someone else. But try telling him that.

The sharpest observer of all this — the one who watched the whole comedy with enough clarity to write it down, and enough honesty to get in trouble for it — was a poet named Ovid. You may know him from a classical literature survey you sat through with varying degrees of attention, or from a footnote in something you read about Augustus Caesar, or from the vague cultural memory that someone, once, wrote something scandalous about love and paid for it. All of that is correct, if incomplete. What the footnotes tend to omit is that he was the most widely read poet of his era, that his work on desire was passed between hands so eagerly it became a kind of social currency, and that he understood the mechanics of human attraction with a precision that made the powerful deeply uncomfortable. Which turns out to be an evergreen problem for writers of that particular specialty.

Augustus exiled him in 8 AD. The official reasons were characteristically vague — a poem and a mistake, the emperor said, and never elaborated — which is the kind of deliberately ambiguous accusation that powerful men deploy when they want to punish someone without handing him the dignity of a specific charge. The poem was almost certainly the Ars Amatoria, the ancestor of this book, which Ovid had published a decade earlier to enormous popularity and which the emperor had decided, in his advancing years and increasing sanctimony, represented a threat to public morality. The mistake was something else, something Ovid never fully disclosed and history never recovered. He died in exile on the edge of the Black Sea, in a cold provincial town where nobody spoke his language and nobody had read his work — which was, in its way, the cruelest part of the punishment. He spent his last years writing letters home that went largely unanswered.

I bring this up not to solicit sympathy for a man who is two thousand years past needing it, but because it is the first and most important piece of evidence for the central argument of this book: the people in charge have always been made nervous by honest writing about desire. Every era has its Augustus. Every era has its particular brand of official discomfort with the fact that human beings want each other, pursue each other, deceive each other, and make magnificent fools of themselves doing it. The specific vocabulary changes. The anxiety does not.

In 2026, the anxiety has simply redistributed itself across new surfaces. It lives now in think-pieces about dating culture, in podcast arguments about who should text first, in the breathless moral architecture that has been constructed around the question of whether it is acceptable to be attracted to someone in a particular way, at a particular time, using a particular medium. The forums have changed. The fundamental theater — two people, mutual interest, the elaborate and slightly humiliating negotiation of what happens next — is the same stage Ovid was writing about when Augustus was still pretending to be a Republican.

Consider the mixed signal, that ancient and inexhaustible maneuver by which one person communicates simultaneous interest and indifference, leaving the other to perform the interpretive labor alone. In Ovid’s Rome, it was done through the strategic deployment of eye contact at the theater, the carefully timed non-appearance at an agreed location, the note delivered by messenger that said everything while committing to nothing. Now it is done through the read receipt. Through the reply that arrives four hours late and contains only an emoji. Through the Instagram story viewed within seconds of a text going unanswered. Anyone who has lived through that particular wait knows its specific texture — the corrosive blend of hope and self-reproach that fills the gap between sent and seen. The Romans knew it too. Their poetry is a two-thousand-year-old record of men and women sitting with exactly that feeling, minus the phone. The tools are new. The feeling is ancient, and it flatters nobody.

Or consider the performance of unavailability. Ovid devoted considerable ink to this, because it was already, in the first century, a well-established psychological technology: the person who is always available is, paradoxically, less wanted than the person who is sometimes not. He didn’t invent the principle; he merely observed it and had the honesty to write it down. Two thousand years later it has been rediscovered, repackaged, and sold back to us under various names — playing it cool, maintaining your mystery, not being too eager. Dating coaches now charge considerable sums to explain what Roman aristocrats understood as basic social common sense. I find this both amusing and somewhat dispiriting.

What we call dating fatigue has a different texture in 2026 than it did in antiquity, though not a different cause. In Rome, your pool of potential partners was constrained by geography and social class — scarcity as the organizing principle of romantic life. Our problem is abundance, which turns out to produce its own distinctive misery. When every option is technically available, the act of choosing becomes its own form of paralysis. We are all, in our different ways, exhausted by optionality — and optionality, it’s worth noting, is not a condition anyone in history spent much time romanticizing.

But here is what has not changed, and what I want you to hold in your mind as you read this book: underneath every app, every algorithm, every carefully curated profile and artfully casual photograph and agonized group chat discussion about what a particular text message means — underneath all of it, there are just two people who want to be wanted. That is the whole story. It was the whole story in Rome. It will be the whole story when whatever comes after 2026 arrives and decides that our current methods were hopelessly primitive.

This book is for those people. Which is to say: this book is for everyone.
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FOR THE MEN (YES, YOU NEED THIS)

PART I — THE PITCH

WHY A 2,000-YEAR-OLD Roman poet knows more about your love life than your friends do

There is no shortage of opinions about how to conduct yourself romantically in 2026. There is, by any reasonable measure, an embarrassing surplus. There are podcasts for this — confident, episode-dense, frequently sponsored by a supplement — and the podcasts have spawned counter-podcasts dedicated to debunking the originals, which have in turn generated counter-counter-podcasts attempting to synthesize both positions into a third position that nobody particularly requested. There are Reddit threads of such extraordinary accumulated length that reading them constitutes, functionally, a part-time occupation. There are certified coaches, weekend workshops, and an entire sub-genre of contemporary literature populated by men who have figured out the problem and written books about it, the chief difficulty being that they do not all agree on what the problem is. One will tell you that you are too available. Another will tell you that you are insufficiently available, and that the first man is either naive or predatory, depending on which podcast you are listening to. A third will suggest that availability is a social construct you are free to dismantle, though he is, naturally, selling a course.

And yet. Despite this unprecedented wealth of guidance — despite the algorithms and the frameworks and the deeply considered opinions of complete strangers who have nevertheless developed strong views about your texting frequency — men continue to make, with impressive precision, the exact same errors they have always made. They talk about themselves for too long. They misread silence as invitation and bluntness as cruelty. They follow up once too many times, or not enough, and cannot afterward tell you which it was. They mistake intensity for intimacy, and performance for presence. They get to the edge of something real and flinch.

The advice has not helped. I want to suggest, with appropriate modesty, why.

The problem with all of it — the podcasts, the coaches, the Reddit threads, the earnest group chats in which grown men pool their collective uncertainty — is that it is produced by people who are standing too close. They are inside the same cultural moment as you, breathing the same assumptions, processing their romantic experiences through the same set of era-specific biases that are distorting yours. When your friend tells you that you should have waited six hours before texting back, he is not drawing on accumulated wisdom. He is drawing on what worked for him once, in one situation, with one specific person, filtered through a personal history of his own particular failures and lucky breaks. His advice is not wrong, exactly. It is simply very small. It is the observation of one person watching one fish in one river and concluding that he understands the ocean.

This is where the dead poet earns his place in the room.

What Ovid offers — what any sufficiently honest observer from a sufficiently distant vantage offers — is the one thing no contemporary source can provide: a control group. His Rome had no apps, no algorithms, no read receipts, and yet his portraits of romantic failure are recognizable down to the fine grain. The man who talks too much about himself. The man who cannot read a polite exit. The man who confuses persistence with devotion. When you find the same errors documented, in the same anatomical detail, across a gap of two thousand years and a complete replacement of every technology involved, you have learned something that no podcast can teach you: which parts of your situation are actually your situation, and which parts are simply the human condition wearing your clothes.

This distinction matters enormously, because the genuinely new problems require genuinely new analysis, while the ancient problems dressed in new clothing require only recognition. And recognition, it turns out, is most of what is needed. Consider the ghosted lover from the introduction — the man pacing the streets near her house, constructing elaborate theories about why she stopped. He was not suffering from a failure of technique. He was suffering from a failure of diagnosis. He thought something unusual was happening to him. It wasn’t. And the moment you understand that the thing happening to you is not unusual — that it has been happening to people far more sophisticated than you for far longer than feels possible — you can stop spiraling and start thinking. That is what two thousand years of documented pattern produces: not arrogance, but a kind of diagnostic patience. Nothing in your romantic life is happening for the first time. This should be a relief. It is meant to be.

I should say clearly what this book is not, since the category has become crowded with things that are not what they claim to be. It is not a system. It is not a set of rules disguised as wisdom, or a formula for manufacturing attraction in someone who might otherwise have no interest in you. Ovid wrote something resembling that, two thousand years ago, and it did not end particularly well — for the women on the receiving end of it, or for him, watching Italian sunlight disappear from a dock at the edge of the known world. The original Ars Amatoria treated courtship as a military operation: advance here, feign retreat there, apply sustained pressure until the fortress yields. The tactics were not ineffective. The framework was corrupt at its foundation. People are not fortresses. Desire is not a siege. A courtship conducted on those terms produces, at its best, a shallow victory for which no one is particularly grateful, and at its worst, something considerably uglier. There are moments in his later work, written from exile, where you can watch him beginning to understand this — which is part of why he remains worth reading, and why this book keeps him as its subject rather than its instructor.

What I can offer instead is an education in pattern recognition. The art of love — and Ovid meant art in the Latin sense
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