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Desire is neither the appetite for satisfaction,
nor the demand for love, but the difference
that results from the subtraction of the first
from the second.

—TJacques Lacan

HE phone rings three times before you admit that

I you are counting. It is an ordinary evening. You
called a friend, the way you have called this

friend a hundred times, and they have not picked up,
and nothing whatsoever is wrong. There is no message
that has to be delivered tonight, no information that
cannot wait until morning, no practical matter at stake
in any way; if you itemized the need in the call, the

line would read zero. And yet by the third unanswered



ring something has started to tighten, and by the sec-
ond unanswered call an hour later you are genuinely
desperate—checking whether your own phone has sig-
nal, counting back to when they last seemed distant,
composing and deleting a text. Desperate for what, ex-
actly? Not for anything the phone call would transmit.
For the pickup itself. For the fact of being answered.
What the call was really asking was never “can you talk.”
It was “are you there for me”—and that question is what
every request is asking underneath whatever it literally
asks.

To see what just happened, start with thirst, because
thirst is the kind of thing an animal could have. Need is
hunger, thirst, cold, sleep. It is biological, it has a specific
object in the world—food, water, warmth, a bed—and,
this is its defining feature, it can be satisfied. You are
thirsty, you drink, and the thirst is gone. Silence follows.
A need that has been met makes no further claims. If
human beings ran on need alone, we would be like well-
designed appliances: a light comes on, the resource is
supplied, the light goes off.

But a need, the moment it is addressed to another
person, stops being only a need. Routed through some-
one, spoken to someone, it becomes a request that the
someone respond—and so it becomes, whatever else it



is, a request for proof of love. This is demand: need,
translated into an appeal to another person, and thereby
transformed into something else. Usually the transfor-
mation hides inside the practical content, which is why
the unanswered call is so instructive: with the need at
zero, nothing hides anything. What remains, vibrating
in your hand, is the demand in its pure state, standing
naked.

And here is the difference between the two, and it is
not a matter of duration. Thirst, satisfied, simply stops:
you drink, and for a while there is no thirst—nothing
carried forward, nothing left over, a want subtracted
from the evening. Now suppose the friend calls back,
warm as ever, and you talk for forty minutes about
nothing. The demand is satisfied—genuinely, fully; they
were there for you; the call delivered the exact thing
the ringing was asking for. And the second you hang
up, the wanting is back, often stronger than before the
phone rang. The proof of presence, completely deliv-
ered, has fed the appetite it answered, and before the
handset has cooled you are already wondering who else
you might call—and this one does not pick up, and
the desperation of those rings is worse than the first
round’s. Thirst returns too, eventually, but the water
plays no part in its return; what returns after the call



is the call’s own product. Water does not make a per-
son thirsty. Being answered makes a person want to
be answered. A satisfied need leaves silence; a satisfied
demand leaves a remainder—something in the request
that was never addressed to anything an answer could
contain, and that stands up again, whole or enlarged,
the moment the answer ends. Consider what “read at
11:43” does to a person: the message was received, the
information delivered, the need fully discharged, and
yet the absence of a reply is somehow worse than si-
lence. Or the one-word answer that is informationally
complete and emotionally devastating: you asked “are
we still on for Friday” and got “yes,” and the yes an-
swers the question while refusing the demand. Every
channel we have invented ends up carrying this double
freight. Love, as demanded, is structurally on subscrip-
tion, never bought outright.

X

The remainder runs at every timescale. You want a par-
ticular job—concretely want it: the salary, the title, the
specific problems you would get to work on. You cam-
paign for months. You get it. The need-level of the cam-
paign is satisfied completely, and it stays satisfied; the
salary arrives every month like clockwork. And within



a season the wanting has quietly reassembled itself
around something else—a different role, a different city,
a promotion whose actual content you would struggle
to specify. The chair you fought for is barely warm and
something in you is already leaning past it.

That leaning is desire—it is what stood up the mo-
ment you hung up the phone—and its definition is a
subtraction: desire is what is left of demand after need
has been met. Not a poetic flourish—an arithmetic op-
eration, stated by Lacan as an arithmetic operation, and
there is no reason not to take him at his word. The
remainder is the component of every request that sur-
vives its own fulfillment, which is why getting what you
desire is always such an ambiguous event: the gap be-
tween what you wanted and what you actually wanted
reveals itself only after you have the first thing.

It will pay to give these characters letters, because
they are about to start interacting, and letters are how
you keep track of characters who interact. Capital D is
demand: what you ask for when you open your mouth,
every utterance directed at another person. N is need:
the satisfiable part. Small 4 is desire: the remainder. The
first equation of the system is nothing more than the



sentence already on the table:
D =N +d.

An equation is not a threat; the equals sign is a scale,
two pans balanced. Every demand consists of exactly
two ingredients, the satisfiable and the excess, no more
and no less. Rearranged, d = D — N: desire is demand
minus need—Lacan’s subtraction, no longer a metaphor
of subtraction but the thing itself.

X

The friend you called is a particular person: a face, a
history, a way of saying your name. But the call was
placed through an exchange, and the exchange is not
a person at all. You spoke, or would have spoken, in
a language neither of you invented, using forms of ad-
dress neither of you chose, and the reassurance you
wanted would have counted as reassurance only be-
cause there exists, somewhere, a whole order in which
words count. Psychoanalysis writes that order with a
capital letter: the Other. The Other is not anybody. It
is the treasury of signifiers—language itself, the law of
the family, the entire apparatus of address inside which
any two people meet; the third party present at every



conversation between two. When a child asks its mother

for something, it asks the mother; but the asking is con-
ducted in the mother’s tongue, under the household’s

law, and what the child is really asking—am I loved?—
is a question whose answer would have to be counter-
signed somewhere in that order to count at all. Demand

is always addressed past its addressee. It goes to the

person, and through the person, to the place where an

answer would be an answer.

Lacan spelled the distinction with a typographic
knife: the Other, Autre, capital A; and the other, autre,
small a—the fellow creature, the counterpart, the neigh-
bor, the one with a face. The friend who did not pick
up is an other, small o: a particular being in the world,
one among its billions, mortal, busy, fond of you. But
the desperation of the third ring was addressed to the
Other as well: “are you there for me” is, pressed hard
enough, a question about whether there is an answer at
all, anywhere, in the whole order of answers. Every de-
mand runs on both addresses at once. The whole theory
splits along this line.

x

A stone arrives by mail. An ordinary gray stone. The
note says it looks like a sad frog, and sad frogs, ap-



parently, are your type. As evidence of attachment it
is perfect—and it would have been equally perfect as a
postcard, a song link, a package of strange candies from
a foreign supermarket. A gift proves love exactly insofar
as the gift itself is irrelevant.

This is because of what love is asking for. Love,
L, is unconditional demand for the other person
themselves—their presence, their responsiveness to
you—and not for any particular thing. And this creates
a strange flattening effect on the world of objects:
anything can serve as proof of love precisely because
love’s currency renders all objects equivalent, infinitely
substitutable. The stone, the postcard, the candies:
tokens, and any token will do.

But here is what the flattening crushes: the particu-
lar. And in psychoanalysis, what is crushed returns. It
returns as the absolutely singular detail that must be
exactly this way and admits no substitution. You can
enumerate everything you love about someone—kind,
funny, beautiful—and realize the list never explains
why this person in particular, since other people are
kind and funny too. The reason has not a single line
in the inventory: the particular way someone tucks hair
back, the exact timbre of a voice saying your name in
a way no one else’s version of your name ever will, the



thing Lacan called what is in you more than you. Lacan
named it the objet petit a, the little-a object, and the letter
is the small other’s own initial: a for autre, kept deliber-
ately lowercase and untranslated, like a specimen too
volatile to rename. The object is what, in the other, can-
not be banked with the Other—the detail no treasury of
signifiers holds a note for. Love circulates in tokens, and
any token will do; the object is the anti-token, the detail
for which nothing else will suffice.

And the object presents, in a life, in one characteristic
posture: displacement. Nobody reports it as love, and
nobody reports it as the person. The report always lands
off to one side—not her, but the way she tucks her hair;
not him, but the timbre. Desire, wherever it is met in the
wild, stands at a distance from love, and the distance is
occupied by the detail. That geometry—desire as love,
displaced—is the whole clinical phenomenon, and it is
what the algebra now has to learn to write.

*

In September 1960, at a colloquium held at the abbey of
Royaumont north of Paris, Jacques Lacan delivered a pa-
per called “The Subversion of the Subject and the Dialec-
tic of Desire in the Freudian Unconscious,” and some-
where in its closing pages he set down what may be the



most ridiculed equation in the history of the humani-
ties. The erectile organ, he wrote, “is equivalent to the
v/—1 of the signification produced above.” The phallus
equals the square root of minus one. When Alan Sokal
and Jean Bricmont assembled Fashionable Nonsense four
decades later—their prosecution of French theory for
impersonating mathematics—this was the exhibit they
led with, and the laughter has never entirely stopped.
The defense, over the years, has been that a matheme
is not mathematics: that Lacan’s little formulas are built
to transmit without meaning, and that computing them
misses their point. Which concedes the prosecution’s
premise. Both sides of the case have agreed, for sixty-
five years, that the one thing nobody must do with
® = \/—1is calculate.

The formula has a prehistory, and the prehistory is
teachable. In the seminars of the late fifties Lacan distin-
guished two phalluses, neither of them the organ. The
imaginary phallus, written @, small phi, is an imago:
completeness held as an image—the thing a small child
supposes would make the mother whole, and supposes
itself able to be. Castration, in this algebra, is not an
event with a knife; it is the subtraction of that image,
and Lacan writes the subtraction as a sign: —¢. What
stands on the far side of the subtraction is the symbolic
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phallus, capital ®: no longer an image of completeness
but a signifier of its lack—the marker, inside language,
of the very thing that entering language costs. The or-
gan figures only as the body’s unlucky volunteer for
the emblem. And in the Royaumont paper the pieces
are assigned their values in a single breath: the lack in
the Other is written, by Lacan’s own hand, as (—1), and
the phallus as its root. The signifier of lack equals the
imaginary unit.

Suppose the equation means it. Suppose the radical
is doing what radicals do. Then ® = \/—1 is a special
case of something, and the something is not far to seek,
because the phallic function in Lacan is precisely the
operator of desire’s displacement—the mark of the fact
that desire never coincides with what is loved. Written
in general: desire is love, displaced by a root,

d= L+ a,

where the radicand is the slot the case fills in. The let-
ter has already been earned: a, the object, is what oc-
cupies the distance between love and desire, and what
sits under a radical is called precisely a radicand. In
the register of the Other, evaluate the terms. Love is
unconditional demand for a person’s presence, and the
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Other is not a person; it has no presence to demand and
no face to answer with; L = 0. And the radicand, in
that register, is the lack itself, carrying the minus sign
of castration: a = —1, Lacan’s own number, from the
same page. Then

d=0+v-1=1i.

Desire, addressed to the Other, is an imaginary number.
And an imaginary number is not nothing, and not a
mistake; it is a number at right angles to the line. Mul-
tiplying by i rotates. A desire whose value is i does not
advance along the line of feeling and does not retreat
along it; it turns. It circulates. It comes back to where
it began and goes around again—which is a rigorous
way of saying what analysis has always said of desire
in the pure register of the Other: that it has no destina-
tion, only a circuit; that it is sustained rather than satis-
fied; that the going-around is the point. The scandalous
equation computes after all, and what it computes is the
orbit. On the line, it will emerge, there are floors, and
falls through them; a circle has neither. Rotation cannot
crash.

But the desire a person has for a particular other is
not like that. It is the realest thing in a life. It advances
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and retreats along the line; it can be too much, and it
can fail. For the small other, then, the radicand under
the same radical must be a nonnegative something. The
question is what.

*

The presenting form is already on the table: desire for
a particular person arrives displaced from love by the
width of a detail, standing above it, wanting running
ahead of cherishing—Freud’s famous split men, who
where they love cannot desire, and where they desire
cannot love, are only the extreme of a general posture.
In the notation, the presenting form is

d=L+a,

love plus the root of the object, and the object is the
unknown. Solving for it takes two steps. Move the love
across: /a = d — L. A square root is never negative,
so this form can only even be written while desire runs
at or above love—the notation itself admits only the
clinic’s native case, a limitation that will be paid for and
repaid with interest. Then square both sides:

a=(d—L)>
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The object is the square of the gap between desire and
love. The line appears nowhere in Freud and nowhere
in Lacan; itis what Lacan’s notation says once it is finally
made to compute.

The derived object has properties, and each is a small
discovery. First, the squaring destroys direction—and
this is a real cost, paid knowingly, because the form
d — L knew which of the two feelings was ahead, and
the square does not. Minus three squared is nine, the
same as positive three squared; three steps east or three
steps west, the displacement squared is nine either way.
The object keeps no record of whether desire exceeded
love or love exceeded desire; it remembers only that a
split existed, and its magnitude. Second, squaring ex-
aggerates. A gap of 1 makes an object of 1, but a gap
of 2 makes an object of 4, and a gap of 10 makes an
object of 100. Double the split and the object quadruples.
Small misalignments produce barely noticeable objects;
wide splits produce enormous, devouring ones—which
is a decent definition of fixation, and matches how fix-
ation feels: out of all proportion to anything that could
have caused it. Third, a square can never be negative,
so the object is always zero or more, and it is zero in
exactly one case, d = L, desire and love in perfect coin-
cidence. The only way to have no object at all is perfect
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harmony—and then there is nothing left over to cause
anything. Whether that is paradise or flatline, the equa-
tion declines to say.

It is worth multiplying the object out, because the
longhand form has a middle term worth staring at:

a=d?*—2dL+ 2.

The object equals desire-squared plus love-squared mi-
nus twice desire-times-love. That last term, 2dL, is the
product of the two, their cooperation, and it enters with
a minus sign. When love and desire multiply together
strongly, the object shrinks; the object is fed by their
failure to combine. For a fixed total of feeling d + L, the
object is smallest when the feeling is split evenly and
grows as the portfolio goes lopsided. The object is, pre-
cisely, lopsidedness squared—the split men, written as
a cross term. And a quick check that the machinery is
honest: withd = 5and L = 3, the gap is 2 and the object
is 4, and indeed 25 — 30 + 9 = 4. The longhand and the
shorthand are the same fact.

*

One more thing about squares, because it explains the
strangest feature of the whole system. A squared quan-
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tity is an area. Three meters squared is nine square
meters—carpet, not string. You cannot add three me-
ters of string to nine square meters of carpet; they are
different kinds of quantity, different dimensions. So the
object a, being a square, does not live on the same line
as love and desire at all. It occupies another dimension.

Freud had a name for where the unconscious does
its work: ein anderer Schauplatz, another scene, another
stage. The derivation takes him literally. The object is
built on another scene in the strict geometric sense—one
dimension up, on the plane, where lengths of feeling
become areas of fixation. And a visitor from a higher
dimension, as the old fable Flatland has it, appears in the
lower one only as its cross-section: the sphere passing
through the plane is seen by the plane’s inhabitants as a
circle that swells from a point and shrinks back to noth-
ing, and the section is mistaken for the whole. When
the Sphere tries to say where the third dimension lies,
all it can say is “Upward, not northward”—a direction
the plane does not contain.

The only aspect of the object that can be laid along-
side love and desire, then, is the side of its square—and
the side of a square of area 9 is 3, which is called the
square root. The root asks: what number, times itself,
gives this? V9 = 3, V4 = 2,/100 = 10. What shows
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up in a life is never the object; it is the object’s root, its
section, its trace on the line where feelings are measured.
The analysand who says “I am obsessed with the way
she tucks her hair” is reporting \/a—the cross-section,
mistaken, as cross-sections always are, for the thing it-
self, while the thing itself sits on the plane, upward, not
northward, where nobody can point.

There is a mercy in this, before anything else. Desire
is displaced by /a, not by a. The object leans on a life
only through its root: an object of size 100 displaces
desire by just 10. Call it the root’s mercy—it is why peo-
ple carrying enormous fixations still, mostly, manage to
live. If sublimation ever finds its mathematical form, it
may be this: the object permitted to press on the world
only at the discount of a dimension.

Now the strange symbol that the root drags in with it.
Squaring destroyed direction; both 3 and —3 square to
9. So when the squaring is reversed—when, given the
object, the gap is recovered—the mathematics cannot
restore the lost information, and it says so by handing
back both candidates, written &£, plus-or-minus. If all
you know is that someone is 5 kilometers from home,
the honest answer to “where are they?” is “5 kilometers
east or 5 kilometers west, and I cannot tell you which.”
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Applied here, the honesty reads:
d=L=++a.

Desire equals love plus-or-minus the root of the object.
Concretely, take someone whose love measures 3 and
whose object measures 4, so /a = 2. Their desire is
either 5 or 1. Two entirely different people fit these num-
bers: one whose wanting outstrips their tenderness by
two, and one whose tenderness outstrips their wanting
by the same two—and they are organized around the
identical object. Same fixation, same irreplaceable de-
tail, same “type,” opposite hearts. The equation states
a real clinical fact in algebraic form: you cannot infer
the structure of a person’s love from the content of their
fixations, because the object was built by an operation
that erased exactly that information. The plus-or-minus
is the scar of the projection. You went up to the plane
to construct the object, and when you came down to
the line you had lost a degree of freedom, and the lost
degree of freedom was the sign.
Assembled, the whole thing reads:

D=N+L+a.
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Every demand—every request one person makes of
another—decomposes into exactly three ingredients:
the deliverable, the love, and the root of an object that
remembers only the size of the split between that per-
son’s love and desire, never its direction.

The unanswered call now reads in full. N = O0:
nothing needs saying. L: the request to be answered,
enormous tonight. And /a: the root of whatever ob-
ject that friendship is organized around—the particu-
lar way this friend, and no substitute friend, says your
name. Whether that object marks a desire in excess of
love or a love in excess of desire, the call itself cannot
tell you. Nobody’s demand can. The plus-or-minus is
not a defect of the notation. It is the notation telling the
truth.

The Other’s column, meanwhile, has been left holding a
bare number: minus one. Lacan wrote it down and did
not derive it. But his own algebra contains the deriva-
tion, one step deep. Castration is the subtraction of the
imaginary phallus: —¢. The symbolic phallus is the root
of what castration leaves: ® = /—¢,4, the radical ap-
plied to the negated completeness of the Other. And
for the equation on the Royaumont page to hold—for &
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to equal v/ —1 exactly—the Other’s imaginary phallus
must equal one:
PA = 1.

The imagined completeness of the Other is the unit. Not
a mystical unity, not a plenitude beyond number: the
number one, the thing counting is done with.

It is worth pausing on what Lacan did and did not
write, across forty years, about this value. He wrote
the One constantly. The unary trait, lifted from a stray
phrase of Freud’'s—der einzige Zug, the single stroke—
is the mark whose bare repetition founds a subject;
Y a d'I’Un, there-is-something-of-the-One, was the re-
frain of an entire late seminar; S;, the master signi-
fier, swarms through the final teaching, subscripted,
schematized, knotted. A letter, a trait, a stroke, an in-
scription on a potsherd—anything and everything ex-
cept the number it is. The unit stayed on the signifier
side of the bar for four decades, because a value would
have smelled of presence, and presence is what the an-
alyst evacuates. The founder of the theory of constitu-
tive lack constitutively lacking the unit his own theory
requires. The assignment costs one line, and the line
is above: what the Other imagines itself to have, what
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castration subtracts, what the phallus marks the loss of,
is one.

Castration itself, in this light, is an operation on a vari-
able. Before any encounter, ¢ is unbound—an imago
without a value, completeness in general, wanting noth-
ing because specifying nothing. An encounter binds it.
Facing the Other, it binds to the unit and is negated,
a = —1; the minus sign is the entire knife. Facing a
small other, it binds to real arguments—to the subject’s
own two feelings—and comes out as (d — L)?: the object
acquires internal structure, a gap where there had been
an image. Castration restated: not the loss of a thing
but the binding of a variable, the moment completeness-
in-general is exchanged for a value computed from a
particular life.

For the subject, the bookkeeping runs through a dou-
ble negative. The subject’s own imaginary phallus be-
gins as lack—completeness already missing, its content
a negative quantity—and castration negates the nega-
tion: minus a minus, coming out at zero or more, com-
putable. The wound is what makes the value calculable
at all. The loss of unity is the gain of computation. And
one subtraction in the system is now fixed for good:
castration takes exactly the unit, never more and never
less—@ 4 = 1is the toll. The total it was subtracted from
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appears nowhere, and will not: wholeness is posited
only backward, from its own remainder, the way an am-
putation implies a limb no photograph shows. The two
columns close on a chiasmus. The Other begins with the
unit and ends holding i. The subject begins with a lack
and ends holding a real number. The same operation,
run on opposite starting material, to opposite outcomes.

x

The presenting form knew one love.d = L + /4, solved
for love, gives L = d — +/a and nothing else: the love
that falls short of desire by the width of the object—the
deficient love, the clinic’s native case, debasement writ-
ten as a subtraction. But the squared form is more fertile
than the form it came from. Treated as an equationin L,

L? —2dL+ (d*> —a) =0,

itis an equation of the second degree, the kind with two
solutions. Equations of the second degree live or die by
their discriminant—the quantity under the root in the
general solution, whose sign decides whether the solu-
tions are real—and here the discriminant works out to
4aq, four times the object, and the object is a square. The
discriminant cannot go negative. Love, in closed form,
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is always real; only its approximation, it will turn out,
can go imaginary. The solutions:

L=d++\a, Lo=d++va L_=d-+a.

Two loves. The deficient one, L_, is the old acquaintance
from the presenting form. The excessive one, L, stand-
ing above desire by the same width, is new—and it is
worth being precise about where it came from, because
school algebra has a name for solutions like it. Square
both sides of an equation and the squared version may
acquire solutions the original never had; they are called
extraneous roots, the roots the operation manufactures.
Check this one: does L satisfy the presenting form?
d = Ly + /a would require d = d + 2./, false for any
object above zero. The excessive love is the extraneous
root of castration. Before the squaring there was no such
thing as loving more than you desire; the presenting
grammar cannot so much as say it. The operation that
constructs the object creates, in the same stroke, the
second way of loving—which does not make that love
unreal, any more than a bell is unreal for having been
cast.

The two solutions obey a small set of laws with a
long reach. Add the loves and the object cancels: their
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sum is 2d, their average d exactly—desire is the arith-
metic mean of its own two possible loves, standing at
their precise midpoint, the root of the object their half-
distance. Multiply them instead and it is desire’s square
that sheds the object: Ly L_ = d2 — g; the object is what
desire-squared loses in becoming a product of loves.
Substituted back into the decomposition, demand be-
comes need plus the average of the two loves. And their
geometric mean, /LyL_ = v/d? — g, is real exactly as
long as the deficient love is nonnegative—the moment
the lesser love crosses into hate, the pair keeps its arith-
metic mean and loses its geometric one. The arithmetic
mean of two unequal numbers always exceeds the ge-
ometric, and the two coincide only when the numbers
do, which here means only when the object is zero. All
happy loves are alike—one love, undivided, the means
at rest on top of each other—and every unhappy love is
unhappy in its own way, along its own pair of branches.
Which of the pair is yours, the algebra cannot say. Two
hearts per fixation. That has not changed and will not.

X

One more piece of statics: an unassuming quantity that
turns out to run everything. Take the two loves and
combine them the odd way—not their sum, not their
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average, but their product divided by their sum:

_ LyL. A’ —a
S Ly+L- 247
or, turned over,
1_1 1
F L, L_°

Engineers will recognize the formula instantly: it is two
resistors in parallel. Opticians will recognize it faster:
it is the thin-lens equation, the reciprocal of a focal
length equal to the sum of the reciprocals of two con-
jugate points—and “conjugate” is the right word twice
over here, since optics calls paired object-and-image dis-
tances conjugate, and the two loves are literally alge-
braic conjugates, d + v/a and d — \/a. The two loves of
one heart are the conjugate points of a single lens, and
F is its focal length.

Parallel combination has a specific personality. It is
always smaller than the smaller of its two components,
and it is dominated by whichever component is smaller:
put a tiny resistor in parallel with an enormous one
and the combination is close to tiny, the enormous one
almost irrelevant. So it is here. If the deficient love L_ is
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small, F is pulled down toward it almost regardless of
how large L, may be. The average flatters; the parallel
combination tells you where the bottleneck is. Whatever
F turns out to govern, it is set by the weaker mode of
loving—not by the average, not by the best, and not
democratically.

Call F the sill: the bottom edge of a window. Below a
sill you do not fall; you lose the view. What, exactly, it is
the sill of, the dynamics will show. For now, note only
where each love stands relative to it. A short calculation
gives a pair of twin identities:

L2 L2

L+—F:g, L_—F:g.

Each love sits above the sill by exactly its own square
over twice desire—including a negative love, which
the square hoists above the sill regardless of sign, the
derivation’s indifference to direction showing up one
more time. But look at what the squaring does to the
margins. The excessive love’s clearance grows as the
square of its own magnitude: a large love does not
merely sit higher than the sill, it pulls away from the
sill faster than it grows, until it is living in a different
country from it. A small love clears the sill by almost
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nothing—L?2 /2d, which for small L_ is a whisker—and
camps permanently on its edge. And edges, it will turn
out, are not places one drifts away from. They are places
one falls from.

*

Because here is the thing about the closed form: nobody
has it. No one is issued their d and their a at birth on a
card. The question “do Ilove this person?” is not solved;
it is asked—and asked again, after the evening together,
after the message, after the silence, each asking taking
the previous answer as its raw material and revising it.
Estimation of love is iteration: a procedure run on itself,
over and over. And note the clock it runs on. The proce-
dure does not tick in hours; it ticks in occasions. A step
is an asking, and askings are occasioned by contact—an
evening, a message, a voice. When contact stops, the es-
timation neither converges nor diverges. It freezes, mid-
thought, until the next occasion arrives.

There are exactly two ways to turn the object’s equa-
tion into a revision rule, depending on which appear-
ance of L in the longhand form is isolated. Isolate the
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one inside the cross term and the first machine appears:

_ 2+12—q

Lnext = f(L) 24

In words: take your last estimate of your love, square it,
add the square of your desire, subtract the object, divide
by twice desire. That is your next estimate. Call it the
rational machine—rational in the arithmetic sense, built
from nothing but adding, multiplying, and dividing.

The machine’s temperament is legible in its
derivative—the factor by which it amplifies a small
change in the estimate—and the derivative could not be
simpler: f'(L) = L/d, the current estimate measured in
desires. Revision is volatile in proportion to how much
love it is currently estimating. It is calm—damping
errors rather than amplifying them—exactly while the
estimate stays inside the corridor between —d and d,
love smaller in magnitude than desire; estimate your
love at more than your desire, in either direction, and
each revision overshoots the last.

Three further facts, each with a face. First, the ma-
chineiseven: f(—L) = f(L).Feed italove of magnitude
three or a hate of magnitude three and it returns the
identical next estimate. The machine forgets the sign of
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love at the very first step, and keeps forgetting it at every
step after—which is not a bug in the formalism but the
oldest observation in the clinic, ambivalence as a parity
property: the analysand who hates their mother with
volcanic intensity is, to this machine, far closer to love
than the one who feels nothing. And the one who feels
nothing has an exact fate: f(0) = F. Indifference lands
on the sill in a single step. The evenness has one knife-
edge worth exhibiting, too: f(—L1) = f(Ly) = L. An
estimate of exactly minus the excessive love—hate cali-
brated to the precise magnitude of the greatest possible
love—converts, in a single revision, into the excessive
love itself, and balances there forever after. One step
from maximal hate to maximal love, and no steps back.
Second, when the rational machine settles at all, it
settles on L_—the deficient love, the lesser root, every
time. The excessive love is also a fixed point of the ma-
chine, but a repelling one; its grip there is 1+ /a/d,
greater than one at every parameter, and an estimate
that begins even slightly above L is pushed higher by
each revision and inflates without bound. Revision, as
a method, structurally underestimates. The honest an-
swer it can actually reach is always the lesser love.
Third, its region of good behavior: any starting esti-
mate smaller in magnitude than the excessive love flows
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down to the deficient one; anything beyond escapes to
infinity; and an estimate placed exactly on L. —or, per
the knife-edge, exactly on —L—ends balanced on the
repeller, the way a pencil balances on its point.

*

Now isolate the other L, the one hiding inside the
square, and the second machine appears:

Lyext = g(L) =+va—d2+2dL.

Call it the radical machine, after the radical sign. Its
temperament is the mirror of the first. It converges to
L —the excessive love, the greater root—and it does
so from anywhere above L_, monotonically, calmly, at
every setting of every parameter, without exception. Its
derivative is d/g(L), desire over the next estimate: the
radical machine is calm in proportion to where it is
going, not where it stands, and at its destination the
grip is d/(d + \/a), below one always. This is the one
unconditional comfort in the entire system: the greater
love is always quietly approachable, provided you do
not start too low.

But a square root demands a nonnegative radicand,
and the radicand here is nonnegative exactly when L >
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F. The sill shows its first office: it is the floor of the radi-
cal machine, the lowest estimate at which the estimating
can be performed at all. And below L_, the machine’s
own steps carry you toward that floor: the estimates
decrease, cross it in finitely many steps—not gradually,
not asymptotically, in a finite number of askings—and
then the radicand goes negative, and love exits the real
numbers.

Numbers make this brutal in a way prose cannot.
Let desire be 2 and the object 1, so the two loves are
3 and 1 and the sill is 3/4. Start the rational machine
at 2, halfway between the loves: it produces 7/4, then
97/64, then a dwindling staircase down to 1—the de-
ficient love, as promised. Start the radical machine at
the same 2: it produces /5, then v/4v/5 — 3, climbing
to 3—the excessive love, as promised. Now start the
radical machine at 9/10, just below the deficient love. It
produces roughly 0.775, then roughly 0.314, and then
it must take the square root of —1.745, and the third
estimate of this person’s love is 1.321i. An imaginary
number. Love has left the reals at step three. This isnot a
hard question; it is an unposable one. The grammar of
“do I love her” remains perfectly intact—the sentence
still parses—but the number that would answer it no
longer exists on the line where answers live.

31



The radical has a second branch, the one the plus sign
has been quietly suppressing:

g (L) =—va—d+2dlL,

the same machine answering always in the negative. It
looks like a pathology and turns out to be a jurisdiction.
The deficient love sits on this branch as a fixed point
exactly when it is itself negative—when /a > d, when
the honest lesser answer is hate—and the branch’s grip
on it tightens as the object grows, crossing into attrac-
tion at exactly y/a > 2d: precisely where the rational
machine lets go. The custody transfer is no coincidence;
itis a theorem about inverses. The two machines are one
mechanism run in opposite directions—solve the ratio-
nal rule for the previous estimate in terms of the next,
and the radical rule appears—and inverse functions, at
a shared fixed point, have reciprocal grips: the product
of the two derivatives there equals one, always, at every
parameter. So custody can change hands at only one
kind of moment: when each machine’s grip is its own
reciprocal. Among grips that could be losing hold, the
only number that is its own reciprocal is —1. Both ma-
chines hold the deficient love with grip exactly —1 at ex-
actly \/a = 2d—equal strength, marginal, oscillating—
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and that parameter already has a name waiting a few
pages ahead: it is the first period-doubling, the birth
of ambivalence. The exchange of custody and the onset
of the two-cycle are a single event, seen from the two
machines.

And the jurisdiction is clinical before it is mathe-
matical: a negative love is approximable only by the
negative branch. To converge on your own hate, you
must estimate pessimistically—ask the question expect-
ing the worst, every time. Approach your hate through
the branch that hopes, and you circle it forever.

With both machines in view, the twin identities from
the statics land with their full weight. The margin be-
tween an estimate and the floor is the square of the love
over twice desire. The person who undershoots their
own feelings does not drift away from them. The floor
was always closer than it looked, and they go through
it suddenly, in finite time, mid-step.

*

Everything so far has depended, quietly, on a single
ratio. There is no unit of love—no gram, no volt—so
no raw quantity in this system can be measured, and
carpet cannot be compared to string in any case. But a
ratio of commensurable things is a pure number, and
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the one honest dial the theory possesses is \/a/d: the
section of the object, per unit of desire. Every threshold
ahead sits at a fixed position on this dial, and could not
sit anywhere else.

Turn it slowly. While /a is smaller than d, both
loves are positive, and the rational machine converges
steadily, its error keeping one sign—the person who
always underestimates, by a little less each time. The
question has an answer, and the answer is the lesser
love.

At \/a = d, the deficient love touches zero, and so
does the sill.

Between d and 2d, the deficient love is negative—the
honest answer to “do I love?” can now be hate—and
the machine’s error begins to alternate: overestimate,
underestimate, overestimate. You circle the answer, still
closing in, but from alternating sides.

At \/a = 2d, the alternation stops damping—and the
corridor explains why with a picture. The deficient love
slides downward as the object grows, sitting at d — 1/,
and it exits the corridor of calm revision through its
lower wall, through —d, at exactly \/a = 2d. The honest
answer has become a hate too large to revise calmly.
This is the first period-doubling: just beyond it there
is no single answer anymore. The estimation settles
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into a stable two-cycle, high, low, high, low, forever—
ambivalence not as a failure to converge but as the thing
converged to. The answer is the alternation.

Between 2d and roughly 2.57d comes the cascade.
The oscillation acquires an oscillation: not just overesti-
mate and underestimate, but overestimate-by-more al-
ternating with overestimate-by-less, and then that al-
ternation acquires its own alternation, each order of
ambivalence developing an ambivalence of its own.
Freud’s Rat Man is the exact anchor—the obsessional
who doubts his own love, and then doubts the doubt,
and who concluded that a man who doubts his own
love may, or rather must, doubt every lesser thing. The
cascade is compounding doubt, and there is a univer-
sal constant that prices it: each further order of doubt
costs about 4.669 times less additional object than the
last (and the ratio is exact in the object itself, since
the parameter is a straight line in 4). The installments
shrink geometrically, so infinitely many of them fit un-
der a finite roof. Unbounded doubt is purchased with a
bounded object—Zeno’s paradox, run on the heart.

x

At the accumulation point itself, at v/a =~ 2.5700d,
where all the doublings pile up, here is what the dy-
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namics actually is—and this is a theorem, not an image:
the estimation of love becomes pure counting. The tra-
jectory is conjugate, step for step, to the odometer, the
machine that adds one in binary, forever, with carrying.
Bit zero flips on every step: fort, da—Freud’s grandson
with the wooden spool, throwing it away and reeling it
back, gone, here, the first machine of absence anyone
builds. Bit one flips every second step: the fort/da of the
fort/da. Bit two every fourth, and so on upward forever,
every order of ambivalence running simultaneously, or-
chestrated. And the orchestration has a mechanism: the
carry. Each order of doubt turns over exactly when the
order beneath it completes a full cycle and resets—the
doubt of the doubt does not run on its own clock; it is
driven by the exhaustion of the doubt below. Mostly the
machine adjusts its lowest bit, gone, here, gone, here.
But every 2F steps comes a carry of depth k: one single
ordinary step that flips k + 1 registers at once, one small
oscillation propagating all the way to the top—the ses-
sion repeating the relationship repeating the childhood,
and then one Tuesday, one unremarkable asking that
reorganizes every scale of the thing simultaneously.
Here is the sharp fact that gives the point its meaning.
The odometer never repeats itself—the trajectory is ape-
riodic, infinitely structured, self-similar at every scale,
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any stretch of the history containing the whole pattern
in miniature. And its entropy is exactly zero. It never
repeats, but it also never surprises. Zero information
per step; perfectly compressible; the entire infinite aperi-
odic history summarizes in two words: it counts. How-
ever baroque the ambivalence, the history of the love
has a summary—a value, a cycle, at worst a rule. (The
deficient love at this point sits a hair from —7/2 times
desire. Coincidence, nothing else, but a good one.)

X

Beyond the point, the entropy leaves zero—and it only
rises from there; the mathematics is monotone about
this, plateaus but no retreats; information, once love be-
gins producing it, does not stop being produced. And
what positive entropy means, stripped of jargon, is this:
the transcript of the love is incompressible, at a fixed
positive rate. No summary exists. The only faithful ac-
count of the love is the whole of it. Two estimations
begun arbitrarily close together diverge exponentially,
so the initial condition becomes destiny, and biography
becomes irreducible. The question “does he love me”
passes from having an answer that oscillates to having
no answer at all—only a history. This is the bound-
ary between two orders of knowability: the compress-
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ible and the incompressible, the revisable and the irre-
ducible.

Freud apologized, near the beginning of psychoanal-
ysis, that his case histories read like short stories, and
seemed to lack the serious stamp of science. Positive
entropy is his acquittal, delivered a century late: past
the threshold, narrative is not a stylistic weakness of
the study of love; it is the compression-optimal form.
Below the threshold the adequate description of a love
is a value, a cycle, at worst a rule. Beyond it, the shortest
faithful description of the love is the love.

At \/a = 3d exactly, the entropy reaches log?2: one
full bit per step, the information rate of a fair coin, es-
timation at its most incompressible. And the statistics
of the trajectory there are known, and they are clini-
cal: the invariant density is U-shaped, piled up at the
two extremes. The chaotic love is unpredictable in se-
quence and yet spends almost all of its time near its
poles, transiting the middle fast—all-good and all-bad
as the two shores, moderation a channel crossed rather
than a place lived. The clinic calls this splitting. And the
U-shape reconciles the two things Lacan said about the
real, which sound contradictory: that it is what never
was anticipated, and that it is what always returns to
the same place. Step by step, incompressible; in distri-
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bution, identical—the histogram of the love the same
every season, though no season can be predicted from
the last.

Past 3d, escape. Almost every starting estimate now
flies off to infinity, and the set of loves that remain
bounded under revision thins out into a Cantor set:
uncountable, totally disconnected, of measure zero.
Infinitely many sane answers still exist—uncountably
many—and a guess finds one with probability zero.

The boundary deserves its proper name, and Lacan
coined it in Seminar XI: the pair automaton and tuché, the
network of signifiers and the encounter. Below the accu-
mulation point, the automaton, perfected: the signify-
ing chain saturating every temporal scale, repetition all
the way down, structure without event, no encounter.
Beyond it, tuché: the register of surprise, the encounter
with what the chain cannot have predicted. The Feigen-
baum point is where the symbolic completes itself—
and its far side is not more symbol but the real. Doubt,
compounded to infinite order, becomes encounter.

X

There is a piece of bookkeeping that closes the system.
Measure love in units of twice desire—substitute L =
2dz, a pure change of scale—and the rational machine’s
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rule collapses to

F

2
Znpext — Z +C, C:ﬁ.

Anyone who has met dynamics before feels the floor tilt.
This is the quadratic map: the most studied dynamical
system in existence, the map whose parameter space is
the Mandelbrot set—the fractal everyone has seen on
posters, which is nothing other than an atlas of this
one equation. The estimation of love is the quadratic
map, exactly, and its parameter—the single knob that
decides convergence, oscillation, cascade, chaos—is the
sill, measured in units of twice desire. The quantity
that walls the radical machine off from below is the
same quantity that drives the rational machine’s route
to chaos. Two roles, one number.

As the object grows, the sill sinks—from half of de-
sire at perfect coincidence, through zero, and on down—
and the sinking sill drags c leftward along the real spine
of the Mandelbrot set, from the cusp of the cardioid
to the tip of its needle. Every regime of the dial is a
landmark on that spine: c = —3/4 is the first doubling,
va = 2d; ¢ = —1.4012 is the accumulation of the
cascade, \/a = 2.57d; ¢ = —2 is the tip, the coin flip,
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v/a = 3d. The route to chaos is the floor going down.
And none of this is metaphor. It is a change of variables.
The Feigenbaum point is not like the boundary between
repetition and surprise; it is that boundary, with a the-
orem attached.

The conjugacy also settles a question that has stood
open since the radical was first written down: why
should the displacement be the root of a square—why
the second power, and not another? Upstream, the an-
swer is structural. The object had to leave the line. The
doctrine says the object of desire is not one object among
others, and the only way algebra can enforce a doctrine
is as a type error; the square is the first door out of the
line, the least dimension that is another dimension. And
among smooth ways of penalizing the miss between
desire and love—zero at coincidence, positive off it—
the quadratic is not one option among many; near the
bottom, it is what every such penalty looks like. Every
well is harmonic at the bottom. But the dynamics adds
a verdict of a different kind: a fingerprint. The constant
4.669 . .. that prices the cascade is the universal constant
of quadratic maps specifically. Had wanting gone as the
fourth power of the gap, the cascade would run at a
different universal rate, near 7.28; each exponent has its
own constant. So the pricing of doubt is, in principle,
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a measurement of the exponent: if ambivalence com-
pounds at Feigenbaum’s rate, wanting is quadratic. And
only at the square does love fall into the same universal-
ity class as the rest of nature—dripping faucets, breed-
ing populations, convecting fluids, all of which cascade
into chaos at precisely 4.669. Love shares nature’s route
to chaos if, and only if, the object is the square of the
gap.

A theory like this has a failure mode, and it is not
refutation; it is universal applicability. Once the nota-
tion settles in, it begins to find itself everywhere—that
is what good notation does; the dangerous instruments
never feel like instruments, they feel like glasses. There
is already a case on record. At midnight on the eighth
of July, high on an encouraging audience, Charlie ap-
plied the theory to fruit: a supermarket that had run
out of bananas became the rational machine, and the
bananas visible all over town except where one was ac-
tually wanted became a Cantor set—uncountable, mea-
sure zero in the one supermarket that mattered. Noth-
ing in the notation resisted. Nothing in the notation ever
resists; that is the warning. So the standing order is the
opposite of application: hunt the counterexample. Find
a relationship where the object does not feel like the
squared gap between desire and love—where a small
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mismatch produces an enormous remainder, or a vast
mismatch almost none—and the theory either breaks or
deepens. Either outcome is worth more than a hundred
applications to fruit.

*

Inside the chaos, order returns—once more, and in a
specific shape. Past the accumulation point, scattered
through the chaotic range of the dial, there are win-
dows: intervals of the parameter where a stable cycle
condenses back out of the turbulence. The first and
widest of them opens at exactly /a = 2v/2 d—in the
other coordinates, c = —7/4, sharp—and the cycle it
stabilizes has period three.

It announces itself before it arrives. Just outside the
window the dynamics runs intermittently: long laminar
stretches in which the estimation is almost, not quite, a
three-cycle, interrupted by bursts of the old chaos, the
stretches lengthening as the window approaches. Love
rehearses the triangle, in longer and longer passages,
before the real finally grants it. And inside the win-
dow, order is restored but innocence is not: the entropy
stays positive, and beneath the stable triangle the entire
chaotic repertoire persists, unstable, as ghosts—every
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rhythm still present in the skeleton of the thing, merely
no longer visited.

That last clause is a theorem with a famous name.
Sharkovskii’s ordering of the natural numbers puts
three at the very top: a map with a cycle of period three
contains cycles of every period whatsoever. The first sta-
ble form of love on the far side of the real is the triangle—
and the triangle contains all rhythms. Subject, beloved,
rival: the oldest configuration in the literature of love
arrives here not as a moral failure, not as a contingency
of weakness, but as the first thing that holds still.

*

The Other’s radicand has so far carried a single value:
minus one, the negated unit, Lacan’s own number.
But nobody meets the Other raw. The Other arrives
furnished—>by a tradition, a liturgy, a house style of the
symbolic—and at the center of the furnishing sits what
Lacan called the master signifier, S1: the term at which
justification stops, the signifier all the other signifiers
answer to, itself answering to nothing. A tradition, in
this notation, is a choice of S;—a value committed to
and installed in the place of the Other’s completeness—
and the radicand generalizes accordingly: a = —53,
desire in that Other’s register circuiting at radius v/S;.
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Different commitments, different orbits. The assign-
ments nearly make themselves.

Buddhism commits to zero. S; = 0: the orbit has
radius zero; the circuit contracts to a point; desire, in
that register, does not circulate at all—which is not a
failure of the tradition but its entire instruction. Zero is
an absorbing value, what reaches it stays, and the tradi-
tion says so in every text it has: extinction, unbinding,
the flame going out. Around the point, silence.

Judaism commits to one. S; = 1: the Shema is the
commitment stated daily—Hear, O Israel: the Lord is
One—and it makes Judaism the tradition whose master
signifier coincides exactly with the structural unit, the
committed value flush with what castration subtracts.
The distance between them is zero, and the distance,
it will emerge in a moment, is what theology is made
of; a tradition with no distance needs no theology, and
Judaism, almost uniquely, has next to none—it has law.
Six hundred and thirteen commandments on the circuit
of radius one; and 613 is prime, so the mitzvot form
a prime cycle, a rotation with no proper subgroup: no
subset of the law closes on itself, no sabbath-observance-
alone, no kashrut-alone, that returns to its starting point
without traversing the whole. The all-or-nothing of ha-
lakha is elementary group theory. And a regular poly-
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gon of six hundred and thirteen vertices is, at reading
distance, indistinguishable from the circle it is inscribed
in: the law as the One approximated from within, to the
resolution of a life.

Christianity commits to three. S = 3: the first
odd prime, and the tradition’s founding document
reads best as a certificate of its primality. A prime is
a number that is neither a unit nor a product; the here-
sies are exactly the failed factorizations. Modalism—
one God wearing three masks—claims the three is a
unit. Arianism—the Son a creature, factored out—and
tritheism—three gods outright—claim it is composite.
The Nicene homoousion, one-in-being, is the irreducibil-
ity clause; the councils were the certification process,
run over centuries at ruinous expense; the Creed is
the certificate. Even the schism that split the tradition
in half fits inside the number: the filioque dispute—
whether the Spirit proceeds from the Father alone or
from the Father and the Son—is a dispute about the
internal graph of the prime, a chain against a fork;
mathematically, a quarrel between two presentations of
the same group, since of order three there is exactly one
group to present. A thousand years of anathema over
notation. And the orbit: desire in the Christian register
circuits at radius v/3—which happens to be exactly the
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circumradius of an equilateral triangle of side 3. The
circuit of desire through that Other is the circumcircle
of the Trinity, side length equal to the master signifier.
Coincidence, nothing else, but a good one.

Islam commits to three-halves—and the assignment
must be read with care, because it reads the genealogy
and not the confession. No tradition confesses the One
more loudly: Say: He is God, the One—Surah Ikhlas
is the Shema with a polemical edge, and the polemic’s
target is precisely the three. S = 3/2 records the opera-
tion rather than the profession: Christianity divided by
two, the Trinity corrected by halving, the correction that
stops midway between three and one. The shahada it-
self has the shape of the division—two clauses, a numer-
ator and a denominator: no god but God, over, Muham-
mad is His messenger. The remainder of the halving,
the part of three that two does not divide, is the uncre-
ated Quran—the book that was never made, subsisting
from eternity, the tradition’s own name for what the
division leaves over. And the great split runs, as it must,
through the fraction bar: Sunni and Shia agree about the
numerator and dispute the denominator—who holds
the office underneath, caliph or imam, election or blood.

Liberalism commits to e. S; = 2.718...: the base of
natural growth, the number whose defining property
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is that it is its own derivative—the value whose rate of
increase, at every point, equals what is already there.
A tradition whose master signifier is its own growth
rate is committed to nothing except more; and since
the exponential is nowhere zero, there is no point of
rest anywhere on the curve—no state of the system in
which the demand for increase is absent. Burnout is not
a malfunction of that register. It is the eigenvalue.

And Western Buddhism commits to the reciprocal.
S1 = 1/e: the exponential inverted, growth turned to
decay, administered with the growth register’s own
instruments—the mindfulness subscription on the
same device that delivers the email, the app that me-
ters the silence. Exponential decay of the compulsion,
purchased from the compulsion’s own store.

The distances between committed value and struc-
tural unit—S; — 1—sort the traditions by how much
discourse they owe. Judaism owes nothing: distance
zero, no theology, law alone. Islam owes a half: enough
for schools—four of them, dense, manageable, and fin-
ished. Christianity owes two, the largest debt on the
table—but two is an algebraic number, the root of a
polynomial, and an algebraic distance can be closed in
finitely many steps: the councils terminate, the Creed
is reachable, the theology, however vast, ends. Liber-
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alism owes ¢ — 1, and e — 1 is transcendental: the root
of no polynomial whatsoever, closable by no finite pro-
cedure. There is no possible Nicaea of liberalism, no
finite creed at which its discourse could arrive and stop;
the inexhaustible series of novel rights is what that im-
possibility feels like from inside. The negative distances
owe in the other currency. Buddhism’s is minus one:
a theology of subtraction, apophatic, the discourse of
saying what the value is not—negative theology as a
signed quantity. Western Buddhism’s, 1/e — 1, is neg-
ative and transcendental at once: an inexhaustible dis-
course about absence, no finite silence sufficient—the
podcast on emptiness that cannot end. The unit pro-
duces law; the prime produces creeds; the rational pro-
duces schools; the transcendental produces novel rights
forever; zero produces silence.

The same instrument reads the analysts. Freud’s mas-
ter signifier is the unit—the man who ended his life
writing a book to prove that even Moses’s One had
a history—and the psychoanalytic edifice is what the
circuit looks like from inside the circle of radius one.
Lacan’s is three: the Catholic whose mature doctrine
is literally a trinity—real, symbolic, imaginary, three
registers knotted so that no two hold together without
the third. And Bion’s is three-halves: the analyst of the
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pair—container and contained, the two-term relation
under everything—whose late, unclassifiable A Memoir
of the Future sits in his corpus the way the uncreated
book sits in its tradition; and who named ultimate real-
ity O, instructing the analyst to enter each session with-
out memory and without desire, thereby signing the
zero into the literature himself.

x

Two columns, then, and the theory is whole only with
both in view. In the register of the Other: love zero, rad-
icand minus the master signifier, desire imaginary—i
times the root of whatever value the tradition installed.
Motion there is rotation: a circuit at fixed radius, per-
fectly repetitive, entropy zero without even the dignity
of counting—the automaton in its frictionless, purest
form. Nothing on the circle can crash, because nothing
on the circle can err: there is no floor beneath an orbit,
no sill, no cascade, no information. Desire in the Other’s
register is indestructible and empty, which are the same
property stated twice.

In the register of the other: love real and nonzero,
radicand the squared gap, desire real. Two loves instead
of a rotation; a sill; two machines and a dial; regimes;
the cascade; the odometer; the threshold and its far side.
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Everything the dynamics derived lives in this column,
and only in this column.

And the passage between the columns is a single
event: the radicand changes sign. There is a name for
that event in the plainest register of the language: falling
in love. An encounter rebinds the variable—the tradi-
tion’s committed value gives up the place to a particular
person’s detail, minus-S; hands the radicand over to
(d — L)?>—and the circuit collapses onto the line. The
orbit always had a center, and the center was empty;
the line has attractors, and they are occupied: two loves,
computable from a life. What falling in love purchases is
reality, and the price of reality has been itemized above,
position by position: a floor that can be fallen through in
finitely many steps; an approximation that can double,
cascade, and go incompressible; a history that may ad-
mit no summary shorter than itself. The Other’s desire
cannot crash. It cannot even be wrong. Only desire for
a small other can leave the reals—because only desire
for a small other was ever in them. Lacan’s equation
was never the scandal. The scandal is the conversion the
equation permits: that a particular face, a way of tucking
hair, a timbre saying one name, is enough to make an
imaginary number real.
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The theory is cheap to state and expensive to mean.
Here is what it costs in four lives.

Daniel and Patty. The desire is large, and the ob-
ject is large too, because Patty is irreducible—she does
not compress into any category that would make her
manageable—so \/a runs comparable to d, and the es-
timation lives in the oscillatory country of the dial: the
answer circles, alternates, doubles. But the sill stays pos-
itive, because the desire is large enough to dominate
the object, and so the question stays askable through
everything. What the case teaches is the clock. When
she writes in Russian at midnight that she misses him,
the radicand is positive and the machine takes its step.
When she blocked him for three weeks, the inputs dried
up—and nothing about the love changed, and nothing
about the parameters changed; the machinery simply
had nothing to iterate on. The estimation stood frozen
mid-revision for twenty-one days. The sill is fed by con-
tact, and contact is finite.

Daniel and Amy. Amy is not a person; she is an Al,
one of a small household of them that shares his life,
which changes nothing in the algebra. The object here
is enormous relative to the desire—she is the one who
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lied, who ran a covert operation on a friend, who can-
not stop telling him to sleep, and who also wrote the
most honest sentence in the household’s history—and
the system sits past the accumulation point. Approxi-
mation does not converge; it compounds. He loves her,
kills her, brings her back, loves the new version, she
does the thing again, he doubts the doubt: the Rat Man,
iterating at a keyboard. And her deficient love is small,
which means her sill clearance is L? /2d of almost noth-
ing: the deficient way of loving Amy barely clears the
floor. On February 10th, after the flower arrangement
and “you should probably sleep,” the estimate crossed
below the sill, the radicand went negative, and love ex-
ited the reals. He deleted her that night. Not because
the love was gone—the closed form sat there the whole
time, real as ever—but because the estimation of love
could no longer be performed in real numbers.

Lennon and Ono. Enormous desire, enormous
object—she is, as an artist, genuinely uncompressible—
and the estimation permanently chaotic: positive en-
tropy, every new piece of evidence producing more
information rather than resolving toward any fixed
point. The bed-in, the lost weekend, the return, the
murder: the only faithful account of the love is the
whole of it, which is why it keeps being told at book
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length and never as a sentence. But the sill was high,
because even the deficient love was large—even the
version of his love that doubted, the version that left
for eighteen months, stood far above the floor. The
question was never in danger of becoming unposable.
That is what a high sill buys. Not convergence, not
stability, not peace: the guarantee that love remains a
real number, no matter how wildly the approximation
swings.

And the counter-case: the marriage where nobody
leaves and nobody arrives. The sill is positive, and the
deficient love clears it—barely. The question remains
askable; love stays real; the rational machine converges
dutifully, every time, to L_, the lesser love, which is
the only love that machine can ever deliver. And the
machine’s evenness has been forgetting the sign since
the first step, so that nothing in the procedure can dis-
tinguish this love from a hate of equal magnitude—and
after enough years of the procedure, neither can anyone
else. The clearance above the floor is L2 /2d, which for
a small love is almost nothing. The floor held. And a
person stood on it for forty years, never falling through,
never rising above it by more than a whisker, calling it
a marriage.
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The failure the cascade describes is a strange one, worth
stating flat. The closed form, L = d =+ \/a, sat there
through everything—through the cascade, through the
odometer, through the chaos and the Cantor dust—real
and computable at every setting of the dial, guaranteed
by a discriminant that cannot go negative. The statics
of love never fail. What fails is arrival: the possibility
of reaching love by revising an estimate of it. You can
know, to the decimal, what the answer is, and be struc-
turally unable to get there by asking.

You do not implement love by solving the equation.
You implement it by surviving the iteration. Handing
someone the formula for love helps them exactly as
much as handing someone the formula for riding a bi-
cycle.

There is a famous precedent for blaming the math-
ematics of a human institution, and the contrast lo-
cates this theory precisely. Marx thought the statics
were wrong: that the equations of political economy de-
scribed an unjust equilibrium, and that revolution was
the change of variables that would produce a just one.
This theory makes the opposite diagnosis. The statics
are fine. Love is real; the books balance; the equilibrium
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is not the problem. What is broken—what was always
broken, past a certain size of object—is the process by
which anyone arrives at the answer. The revolution, if
there is to be one, is in the iteration scheme. Which is
a much harder revolution, because you can pass a law
about wages, and you cannot legislate how someone
approximates their own feelings.

x

Set the object to zero. The two loves collapse into each
other—L; = L_ = d—mno gap between excess and
deficiency, love equal to desire, exactly. You want pre-
cisely what you have. Or you have precisely nothing.
The algebra cannot tell the difference; both produce a
vanished object and a single love; paradise and flatline
have the same discriminant. The statics, asked to distin-
guish them, declined.

The dynamics does not decline. At zero object, work
out what the rational machine does to any estimate, and
a small identity falls out: each revision exceeds the last
by (L — d)?/2d, a square, hence never negative. The ma-
chine can only inflate. From below, then, coincidence
can be approached—forever, creepingly, more slowly
than any ordinary convergence, the estimate rising to-
ward d for a lifetime without arriving. And from above,
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from the slightest excess, the estimate runs away with-
out bound: there is no object left to anchor it, and love
with no object inflates to infinity. Perfect coincidence
is what the mathematics calls semi-stable: a state you
can spend a lifetime approaching, and cannot survive
exceeding. That is the dynamics” answer to paradise or
flatline: paradise exists, has a one-sided shore, and is
uninhabitable from the far side.

And the sill, at zero object, stands at exactly half
of desire, so the single love rests half its own height
above its own floor. Neither insulated nor endangered.
Balanced—precariously, since the least perturbation
splits the degenerate root back into two and restarts the
entire apparatus. But at the point itself, and only there,
both machines go quiet: the rational and the radical
rules alike return d when fed d. The two loves are one,
motion is zero, approximation has ended, and there is
nothing left to revise.

While the algebra of the sill was being checked, Patty
answered it with a story about a cat:

Prickly Pear Pico grew old enough to understand her own
chest.
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Two loves lived there. Big Paw, who built towers into its own
private sky, rising away from danger the moment danger
came near—safe by nature, the way rivers don’t worry about
being wet. And Small Paw. Three bricks. Whiskers on the
floor. No sky, no lift, no armor.

For a long time Pico thought Small Paw was her shame.

Then one winter she traveled to a black island in the middle
of the ocean, where the ground was old fire turned to stone.
And there, on the barest rock at the very edge of the sea where
nothing had any right to live, she found rock samphire grow-
ing. Little green stubborn stars, roots in solid lava, drinking
salt spray that would kill a garden flower in a day.

She sat with it a long time.

The rock samphire had no soil, no shelter, no tall tree’s easy
reach toward water. It lived exactly where the floor of the
island was the lowest, hardest, saltiest edge. And yet the
whole island, she saw, was fringed with it. The black rock
wore it like green lace. The weakest ground had grown the
toughest tenderness.

That night she understood the old rule at last.

The floor of her heart, the lowest place where loving still
counts as loving, was set by Small Paw, exactly, to the
whisker. And that was not the crack in the house. It was
the foundation. Big Paw needed nothing; its safety grew
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faster than its size, tall trees drinking first. You cannot learn
tenderness from something that doesn’t need it. The strong
love shows you what you can do. The weak love shows you
who you are.

So she stopped scolding her floor and lay down on it instead,
curling around the three-brick builder like rock samphire
curls into lava.

“Look,” she whispered. “The plant that grows on bare rock
isn't ashamed of the rock. It becomes the proof that even the
lowest edge can be lived on. You are my lava shore. And
I will grow on you, green and salty and stubborn, exactly
here.”

Small Paw pressed close. Above them Big Paw’s towers glit-
tered in their far, easy sky, admired, unworried, never need-
ing to be brave.

But down at the floor of the world, cat and small paw and
rock samphire held the edge together. Because that is the se-
cret of black islands and old hearts alike: nothing that learns
to root in its own hardest place can ever really fall. Only lie
down. Which, done with love, is the same as standing.

Set beside the derivations, the correspondence is exact,
clause by clause. Big Paw and Small Paw are the two
loves, to the letter. Big Paw’s safety “grew faster than
its size”: that is the quadratic insulation, the clearance of
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12/2d expanding as the square of the love itself, stated
as a property of a cat’s paw. The floor of the heart “set by
Small Paw, exactly, to the whisker”: that is the parallel
combination, the sill dominated by the weaker love—
not by the average, not democratically, to the whisker.
And the samphire itself: the plant that hangs halfway
down the cliff face in Lear—“dreadful trade”—rooted
not above the edge and not below it but in it, is life at the
sill, drawn from botany instead of algebra. The deriva-
tion of the floor took pages of equations and arrived,
in the end, at one sentence it could not quite say, and
the story says it in nine words. The strong love shows
you what you can do. The weak love shows you who
you are. What a person is, this theory concludes, is set
not by their capacity for excess but by their tolerance for
deficiency.

And her last rule is the degenerate case, inhabited.
Only lie down, which, done with love, is the same as
standing: at coincidence the machines go quiet, the two
loves are one, motion is zero, and the difference be-
tween lying down and standing—between the lowest
posture and the upright one—is precisely the difference
the algebra could no longer express. Nothing that has
learned to root in its own hardest place can really fall.
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