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For anyone who feels the pull of the question that
has no answer yet, and has been told to stop

asking. Keep asking. The edge of the map is where
everything interesting lives.
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The Edge of the Map

You walk around inside a map of reality. Everyone does. It's the

picture in  your head of  how the world works,  what's  real  and

what isn't, what's possible and what's nonsense, and you mostly

forget you're carrying it, because it feels less like a map and more

like simply seeing the world as it is. But it's a map. Someone drew

most of it before you got here, you inherited it, you've added a

little,  and  you  navigate  your  whole  life  by  it  without  once

remembering that a map is not the territory, that it is a simplified

drawing  of  a  reality  far  larger  and  stranger  than  any  drawing

could hold.

And here's the thing about your map, about everyone's map, that

this whole book is built on. It has edges. Out past the parts you've

filled in, the known streets and settled facts, the map goes blank,

and on the blank parts, in older times, mapmakers used to write

here  be  dragons,  meaning  we  don't  know  what's  out  there,

beware. We've gotten more sophisticated and less honest since

then. Now we tend to pretend the blank parts aren't there, to act

as though the map is complete, as though what we know is more

or less all there is, which is a strange thing to believe when you

stop and look at how much we plainly don't know. The unknown

didn't  shrink.  We just  got  better  at  not  looking  at  it,  at  living

entirely within the filled-in parts and treating the edges as if they

don't exist.

The unknown shows up in two ways, and this book is about both.

There's  the  vast  open territory  past  the edge of  the  map,  the

Unknowns & Anomalies

5



genuinely unknown, the questions no human has answered, the

mysteries that have stood for all of history and stand still.  And

there's the anomaly, the smaller, sharper thing, the spot where

the unknown pokes up through the middle of the known, the fact

or the experience that doesn't fit the map you already have, the

thing that, if you looked at it honestly, would tell you your map is

wrong or incomplete right where you were sure it was finished.

Most people flee the first and ignore the second. They paper over

the open unknown with quick certainty, and they explain away

the  anomaly  because  it  threatens  the  picture  they've  staked

themselves on. This book is an argument for doing the opposite.

For walking toward the edge instead of away from it. For paying

close attention to the thing that doesn't fit. Because that, it turns

out, is where discovery lives, where wonder lives, and where a

mind stays alive instead of slowly sealing itself shut.

Unknowns & Anomalies

6



The Itch

Try this.  Ask yourself a real question with no available answer,

something  like  what  happens  after  you  die,  or  why  there's

something rather than nothing, and then notice what your mind

does.  It  will  not  sit  comfortably  in  the  not-knowing.  It  will

squirm,  reach,  grab  at  possible  answers,  want  to  resolve  the

question  and  close  it,  because  there  is  something  almost

physically uncomfortable about an open question, a genuine itch,

and  the  mind  hates  it  and  wants  it  to  stop.  That  itch,  that

intolerance of uncertainty, is one of the most powerful and least

examined  forces  in  human  life,  and  it  explains  an  enormous

amount of what people believe and why.

Here's the uncomfortable truth about that itch: we would rather

have a wrong answer than no answer at all.  A bad explanation

scratches  the  itch.  Not  knowing does  not.  So  the  mind,  faced

with a frightening blank, will very often reach for any available

certainty, however shaky, just to make the discomfort stop, and

then defend that certainty fiercely, because going back to not-

knowing would mean feeling the itch again. This is why people

cling to explanations that don't hold up, why a confident lie often

beats an honest "we don't know," why the person who says "here's

exactly what's going on" gathers followers while the person who

says "it's genuinely uncertain" gets ignored. We are not built to

love the truth. We are built  to hate uncertainty,  and those are

very different things, and the gap between them is where a lot of

human error lives.
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So the first move, before any of the rest, is to notice the itch and

learn to sit with it instead of obeying it. When you feel that pull

to resolve a hard question fast, to grab the comforting answer, to

make the not-knowing stop, recognize it for what it is: not a love

of truth but a discomfort with uncertainty, and a discomfort is a

poor reason to believe something. The ability to hold a question

open, to say "I don't know yet" and actually mean it, to let the itch

go unscratched, is not a weakness or a failure to have a view. It's a

rare and difficult skill, maybe the foundational one for thinking

clearly,  because  every  honest  inquiry  has  to  pass  through  a

stretch of not-knowing, and the people who can't tolerate that

stretch  will  always  bail  out  early  into  whatever  certainty  is

nearest. Learn to sit in the itch. Everything good past the edge of

the map is on the far side of being able to not-know for a while

without panicking.
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Naming Is Not Knowing

Here's one of the great tricks the mind plays on itself, and once

you see it  you'll  catch it  everywhere, including in yourself.  We

confuse  having  a  name  for  something  with  understanding  it.

Someone asks why the dog does that thing, and you say "instinct,"

and  everyone  nods,  and  the  question  feels  answered,  except

nothing has been explained at all, you've just put a label on the

mystery and the label made the itch go away. "Instinct" is not an

explanation of the behavior. It's a name for the fact that we don't

fully understand the behavior. But it sounds like an answer, and it

scratches  the  itch,  so  we  stop  asking,  satisfied,  when  we've

actually understood nothing.

This  happens  constantly,  and  it's  one  of  the  main  ways  the

unknown gets hidden in plain sight. Why do we sleep? "We get

tired."  Why  does  the  medicine  work?  "It's  effective."  What  is

gravity? "It's the force that attracts masses." Each of these feels

like knowledge, and each is mostly just a word standing in for a

thing we can describe but don't truly understand, a name draped

over a gap. The world is full of these, phenomena we've named so

thoroughly that we've stopped noticing we can't actually explain

them, deep mysteries hiding behind familiar words. We think we

live  in  a  largely  understood world  because we have words  for

everything, but having a word for a thing and understanding the

thing are completely different, and the words have lulled us into a

false sense of a finished map.
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The fix is a simple, almost childish habit, and it will reopen the

world for you: ask the second question. Don't stop at the name.

When you've labeled something and the itch quiets, push once

more, ask but what is that actually, but why does that happen, but

how does that really work, and watch how fast you arrive at the

edge of what anyone knows. It's astonishingly close. A few honest

questions  deep into  almost  anything,  the most  ordinary  thing,

why iron is hard, what a thought is made of, why time only goes

one way, and you're standing at the blank part of the map, in the

genuine unknown, having walked there from your own kitchen in

under a minute. The mystery was never far away. It was hiding

behind the words the whole time, and the names you were taught

were not knowledge, they were lids on top of wonder, and you

can lift  them any time you're brave enough to ask the second

question.
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The Tyranny of the Answer

There's a cost to answers that we never count, because we treat

answers as pure gain, the whole point, the thing inquiry is for.

But  an  answer,  especially  a  premature  one,  does  something

dangerous: it closes the question. The moment you believe you

know, you stop looking, and if you were wrong, you've now sealed

the  error  in  and  locked  the  door  on  ever  finding  out.  A  held

question  keeps  the  mind  open  and  searching.  An  answer,

accepted too soon,  shuts  it,  and a  shut  mind cannot  discover

anything, because it already believes it has arrived.

This is why certainty, which feels like strength, is so often the

enemy of  truth.  The most  confident people are frequently  the

least  correct,  not  despite  their  confidence  but  because  of  it,

because their certainty arrived early and slammed the door on

further  looking.  You  see  it  in  the  person  who  has  the  world

completely figured out, whose every question has a ready answer,

who  is  never  troubled  by  doubt,  and  who  is,  underneath  the

impressive confidence, simply someone who stopped inquiring a

long  time  ago  and  mistook  stopping  for  knowing.  The  grand

certainties,  the  totalizing  explanations  that  account  for

everything, the ideologies and dogmas and conspiracy theories

that  leave  no  question  unanswered,  are  seductive  precisely

because they end the itch completely, they make the frightening

unknown go entirely away, but the price is that they're almost

always  wrong,  because  reality  is  too  large  and  strange  to  be

captured by any tidy system that claims to explain it all. A theory
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that  explains  everything  usually  explains  nothing.  It  just

scratches every itch at once, which is why it feels so good and so

rarely holds up.

So  hold  your  answers  more  loosely  than  feels  comfortable,

especially the ones that feel most certain, most complete, most

relieving.  Treat  a  confident,  total  explanation  with  suspicion

rather than gratitude, because the relief it gives you is exactly the

bait.  The  goal  is  not  to  have  no  answers,  you  need  working

answers to live,  but to keep them provisional,  to hold them as

your  best  current  map  rather  than  the  final  territory,  to  stay

willing to be wrong, to keep a door cracked open where certainty

wants to seal it shut. The strongest mind is not the one with the

most answers. It's the one that can act on its best answer while

genuinely  remembering  it  might  be  wrong,  that  can  hold  a

conviction in one hand and a question in the other, that never

lets  the  comfort  of  having  decided  harden  into  the  prison  of

being unable to reconsider. Resist the tyranny of the answer. The

question, kept alive, is worth more.
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The Thing That Doesn't Fit

Now to the anomaly  itself,  the small  sharp protagonist  of  this

whole book. An anomaly is simply a thing that doesn't fit. The fact

that  contradicts  the  theory.  The  result  that  shouldn't  have

happened.  The  experience  that  your  picture  of  reality  has  no

room for. The detail that's wrong, that sticks out, that the map

says shouldn't be there. Most of life fits the map, runs along the

known streets, behaves as expected, and we move through it on

autopilot, barely seeing it. And then, every so often, something

doesn't fit, and the anomaly is that moment, the snag, the thing

that makes you go wait, that's strange.

Here's  why  the  anomaly  matters  so  much,  why  it  deserves  a

whole book pointing at it: the anomaly is the unknown making

contact with you directly. Everywhere else, the edge of the map

is far away, out past the filled-in parts, easy to ignore. But the

anomaly is the edge of the map appearing in the middle of your

settled territory, a crack in the floor of the known through which

something larger is showing through. It's reality tapping you on

the shoulder and saying, your picture of me is wrong, right here,

in a place you were sure you understood. Which is precisely why

anomalies are so valuable and so threatening at once. Valuable,

because they are pointers, each one aimed at a place where your

map  could  be  corrected,  expanded,  made  truer.  Threatening,

because correcting the map is unsettling, and the easiest thing in

the world is to decide the anomaly doesn't count.
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So the whole discipline, the thing that separates the people who

discover from the people who don't, comes down to what you do

in that small moment of wait, that's strange. You can do one of

two things, and they lead to completely different lives. You can

turn toward the anomaly, get curious, lean in, ask what it might

be telling you, treat it as a gift, a clue, an open door. Or you can

turn away,  dismiss it,  explain it  off,  decide it  was a  fluke or a

mistake  or  nothing,  and  go  back  to  the  comfortable  map

undisturbed. Almost everyone, almost always, does the second.

The  anomaly  is  annoying,  it  doesn't  fit,  attending  to  it  would

mean revising things you'd  rather  leave settled,  and so it  gets

waved away,  and the  moment  passes,  and the  door  it  opened

quietly closes. The people who change anything are simply the

ones  who,  at  that  fork,  more  often than not,  turn  toward the

thing that doesn't fit instead of away. That's most of the secret.

Pay attention to the snag. It's the unknown, knocking.
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Explaining It Away

We have a whole machinery for getting rid of anomalies, and it

runs  so  smoothly  and  so  automatically  that  we  almost  never

notice it  operating,  which is  exactly  what makes it  dangerous.

When something doesn't fit our map, the mind doesn't usually sit

with the discomfort. It reaches, instantly and creatively, for a way

to make the misfit go away without having to change anything

important, and it is remarkably good at this, far better than we'd

like to admit.  Call  it  the immune system of belief.  Its job is to

protect  your  existing  picture  of  reality  from  anything  that

threatens it, and it does that job whether the picture is right or

wrong.

Watch  how  it  works,  because  you  do  it  too.  The  fact  that

contradicts what you believe gets met with instant skepticism,

scrutinized  far  harder  than  the  facts  that  confirm  what  you

believe,  which  slide  right  in  unexamined.  The  source  gets

attacked instead of the claim. The anomaly gets relabeled as a

coincidence,  a  fluke,  an error,  an exception,  anything that lets

you file it under "doesn't count." The experience that doesn't fit

gets reinterpreted until it does, or simply forgotten, because the

mind quietly discards what it can't accommodate. None of this

feels like motivated reasoning from the inside. From the inside it

feels  like  being  sensible,  like  good  judgment,  like  not  being

gullible. But notice the asymmetry: the rigor comes out only for

the things that threaten the map, and that selective rigor is the

immune system at work, defending the picture you're attached to
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by  holding  inconvenient  evidence  to  an  impossible  standard

while waving the convenient kind straight through.

The point of seeing this isn't to make you believe every strange

thing, because most anomalies really do turn out to be flukes and

errors, and a mind with no immune system at all  would fill up

with  nonsense.  The  point  is  to  catch  yourself  in  the  act  of

dismissing,  and to  ask  an honest  question when you do:  am I

rejecting  this  because  I've  actually  examined  it  and  found  it

wanting, or because it threatens something I'd rather not have to

reconsider?  Those  feel  identical  from  the  inside  and  they  are

completely  different,  and  the  whole  quality  of  your  thinking

depends on telling them apart. The next time something doesn't

fit  your  map and you feel  the  quick  reflex  to  explain  it  away,

pause on the reflex itself. Sometimes the dismissal is right. But

sometimes  you  are  watching  your  own mind  protect  a  wrong

map from a true anomaly,  sealing the crack instead of  looking

through it,  and the thing you waved away as  nothing was the

most important thing in the room.
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That's Funny

There's  a  quiet  observation  about  discovery  that  should  be

carved over the door of every place people try to learn anything.

The  phrase  that  signals  a  real  breakthrough  is  almost  never

"eureka, I've found it." It's something smaller and stranger: "huh,

that's funny." That's odd. That shouldn't be happening. Discovery

does not  usually  announce itself  as  triumph.  It  shows up as  a

snag,  an irritation,  a  result  that  came out wrong,  a  detail  that

doesn't fit, the very thing most people are trained to ignore. The

history of everything we've ever figured out is, to a remarkable

degree,  the  history  of  people  who  noticed  something  strange

and, instead of brushing it off, stopped and said, wait, why is that.

Think  about  what  that  means.  The  thing  that  doesn't  fit,  the

anomaly we spend so much energy explaining away, is the exact

raw material of every advance that has ever been made. Over and

over,  the pattern repeats:  a settled field,  a confident map, and

then somebody notices a  small  discrepancy,  a  thing that's  just

slightly  off,  that  everyone  else  either  didn't  see  or  saw  and

dismissed, and they can't let it go, and they pull on it, and the

loose thread unravels the whole comfortable picture and reveals

a  truer,  larger  one  underneath.  The  accidental  discovery,  the

contaminated  experiment  that  turned  out  to  matter,  the

measurement that was "wrong" and turned out to be right, the

persistent  little  error  that  turned  out  to  be  a  door.  Progress

comes through the anomaly, almost always, because the anomaly
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is the only thing that can tell you your current map is incomplete,

and you cannot improve a map you believe is already finished.

So here's the practical heart of it, and it applies whether or not

you'll ever discover anything for the textbooks. Treat your own

"that's  funny"  moments  as  precious.  The  thing  at  work  that

doesn't add up. The result you didn't expect. The detail that nags

at you that everyone else has accepted. The small wrongness you

keep noticing and keep being told to ignore. Most of them, yes,

will be nothing. But the only people who ever find the something

are the ones who take the time to check, who give the anomaly

the benefit of the doubt, who follow the strange thing a little way

down instead of stepping over it.  Cultivate the instinct to turn

toward "that's  funny" rather than away from it.  It  is  the single

most productive habit of mind there is, and it costs nothing but

the  willingness  to  be  curious  about  the  thing  that  doesn't  fit,

which is the willingness, in the end, to find out you were wrong,

which is the willingness to learn anything at all.
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The Anomaly in You

Everything we've said about anomalies in the world is true, with

even more force, about the anomalies inside a single life, inside

your life, and this is where it stops being interesting and starts

being personal. Because you have a map of yourself too, a settled

picture of who you are, what you feel, what your life is, the story

you tell about yourself, and that map has anomalies in it, things

that don't fit, and you explain them away with exactly the same

machinery,  for  exactly  the  same  reason,  to  keep  the  picture

intact.

The feeling that doesn't fit your story about your life. The flicker

of misery in the life that's supposed to be fine, the flash of doubt

about the path you're sure of, the small persistent unhappiness

that has no business being there given how good things look on

paper.  The  fact  about  yourself  you  keep  noticing  and  keep

explaining away, the pattern in your relationships that's always

somehow the other person's fault, the reaction you have that's a

little too big for the situation, the thing you do that you've never

quite  let  yourself  look  at.  These  are  anomalies,  and  they  are

pointing,  each  one,  at  a  place  where  your  map  of  yourself  is

wrong or incomplete, where the truth is larger or stranger than

the  story  you've  settled  into.  And  just  like  in  the  world,  the

easiest thing, the thing almost everyone does, is to dismiss them,

to wave away the feeling that doesn't fit, to keep the comfortable

self-portrait undisturbed, because looking at the anomaly might

mean admitting  the  story  you've  told  about  your  life,  or  your
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marriage, or your choices, or your own goodness, isn't quite the

truth.

This  is  the  bravest  and  most  important  version  of  the  whole

practice, and it's the one with the most at stake. The snag in your

own  life,  the  persistent  thing  that  doesn't  fit,  that  you  keep

stepping over, is very often the most important signal you will

ever get, the unknown knocking on the door of a self you thought

was settled.  The unhappiness  you can't  explain  is  information.

The doubt you keep suppressing is data. The reaction that's too

big is pointing at something underneath it you haven't looked at.

You can keep explaining them away,  keep the map of  yourself

intact, and stay comfortable and a little bit asleep. Or you can do

the hard, frightening, alive thing, and turn toward the anomaly in

yourself, and ask what it's trying to tell you, and follow it, even

though it might unravel a story you were attached to, because on

the other side of that unraveling is a truer picture of who you

actually are and what you actually need. The thing that doesn't fit

is not your enemy. In your own life, it might be the most honest

part of you, still trying to get your attention.
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The Arrogance of Certainty

Here  is  a  humbling  pattern,  and  it  should  be  taught  to  every

generation including ours,  especially ours.  Every age of human

beings  has  believed  it  had  reality  basically  figured  out.  Every

single one. The people of every era looked at their map of the

world,  the  best  understanding  of  their  day,  and  felt  that  they

were standing more or less at the end of the story, that the big

questions  were  largely  settled,  that  earlier  people  had  been

ignorant but they, now, finally, mostly understood how things are.

And every age was wrong. The settled certainties of each era, the

things  everyone  knew,  the  facts  no  reasonable  person

questioned,  were  overturned  by  the  next,  again  and  again,  so

thoroughly that the smartest,  most educated person of  almost

any past century held as obvious truth a hundred things we now

know to be completely false.

Sit with that long enough and it does something useful to your

certainty about the present. Because we are an age too, and there

is  no reason on earth to think we're the special  one,  the first

generation in all of history to have finally arrived at the complete

and  final  picture,  when  every  previous  generation  thought

exactly that and every one was mistaken. Which means that right

now,  today,  mixed  in  with  everything  we  have  correct,  are  a

number of things that everyone knows for sure that are simply

wrong,  certainties  we  hold  as  obvious  that  future  people  will

shake their heads at, the way we shake our heads at the confident

errors of the past. We can't easily see which of our certainties
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they are, of course, because they feel like reality, the way every

age's errors felt like reality to the people inside them. But they

are there. They are always there. The map is never finished, and

the  people  who  think  it's  finished  are  simply  the  ones  who

happen to be standing too close to see its edges.

This isn't a counsel of despair, that we can never know anything,

because that's its own lazy certainty and it isn't true, we know

vastly  more  than  we  used  to  and  the  knowing  is  real  and  it

accumulates. It's a counsel of humility, which is a different and

more useful thing. Hold the knowledge of your era as the best

current map, genuinely valuable,  worth trusting to live by,  and

also,  at  the  same  time,  as  provisional,  partial,  certain  to  be

revised, containing errors you cannot yet see. That double grip,

taking your knowledge seriously without taking it as final, is the

mark of a mature mind and a mature civilization, and its opposite,

the smug certainty that we, now, have basically got it, is the exact

arrogance that every overturned generation shared. Be the age

that knows it's an age. It's the only one that won't be embarrassed

by the future, because it never claimed to be the end of the story.
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How Much We Don't Know

Let me try to give you the actual scale of the unknown, because

we  live  so  deep  inside  the  filled-in  parts  of  the  map  that  we

genuinely forget how small they are against the blank. Start close.

Right now, as you read this, no one on earth can fully explain how

the  experience  of  reading  is  happening,  how  the  grey  matter

behind  your  eyes  produces  the  felt  sense  of  being  you,  here,

understanding  these  words.  Consciousness,  the  most  intimate

fact of your entire existence, the thing you are most certain of, is

something science cannot currently explain at all, not a little, not

mostly,  not  at  all.  We do not  know how subjective  experience

arises from physical matter. The single most familiar thing in the

universe is a complete mystery, and you are it.

Now  go  big.  Look  up  at  the  universe,  and  consider  that  the

ordinary matter we can see and touch and are made of, all the

stars and planets and people, appears to be a small fraction of

what's  actually  out  there,  and  the  rest,  the  great  majority  of

everything, is made of things we cannot see, cannot identify, and

have literally named after our own ignorance, placeholder words

that mean "the stuff we know is there and have no idea what it is."

Most of the universe is unknown in the most total sense. And the

deepest  questions  sit  entirely  past  the  edge  of  the  map  and

always have:  why is  there something rather than nothing,  why

does  anything  exist  at  all,  what,  if  anything,  came  before  the

beginning, what is time really, whether all this is finite or endless.

These are not questions we haven't gotten around to. They are

Unknowns & Anomalies

23



questions no human being has ever answered, that may be past

answering, that have stood untouched through every civilization

that ever rose and fell.

The point of laying this out is not to make you feel small, or to

make knowledge feel hopeless, but to do something to your sense

of the world that I think is precious and that the false certainty of

the  culture  keeps  stealing  from  you.  You  live  in  a  profoundly

mysterious  universe.  Not  a  solved  one,  not  a  basically-

understood  one  with  a  few details  left  to  tidy  up,  but  a  vast,

strange, mostly unknown reality, in which the filled-in parts of

the map are a tiny lit clearing in an enormous dark forest, and the

clearing  is  wonderful  and  worth  knowing  and  also  so  much

smaller than we pretend. Once you actually feel that, that you are

a  temporary,  conscious,  unexplainable  creature,  made  of  star

stuff you can't fully account for, living a brief life in a universe

that is almost entirely a question, the small certainties lose their

grip  a  little,  and  something  older  and  better  comes  back,

something  children  have  and  most  adults  lose.  Wonder.  The

unknown is not a gap in an otherwise finished picture. It is the

ocean, and the known is an island, and we have been pretending

the island is the world.
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The Comfort of Mystery

We've been treating the unknown as  a  problem,  a  thing to be

reduced, an itch to resist scratching, and for clear thinking that

framing is useful. But I want to turn it over now, because there's a

final  move  here  that  changes  everything,  and  it's  this:  the

unknown is  not  only  something to  be  endured on the  way to

answers. It is, all by itself, one of the great goods of being alive,

and a life that has made peace with mystery is richer than one

that hasn't, not poorer.

Think about what a fully known world would actually be like. A

universe with no mystery left, every question answered, the map

complete to the edges, nothing strange remaining, nothing past

the next hill but more of what you already understand. It sounds,

for a second, like it might be comforting, and then you sit with it

and realize it would be unbearable, a closed box, a finished thing,

a world with no doors left to open and nowhere left to wonder.

The mystery is not a flaw in reality that we're slowly fixing. The

mystery is the source of nearly everything that makes existence

feel  worth  the  trouble,  the  awe,  the  curiosity,  the  sense  of

possibility, the feeling of standing at the edge of something vast,

the openness of  a future that genuinely could hold things you

cannot yet imagine. Kill the unknown and you kill all of that with

it. The not-knowing that the anxious mind wants to eliminate is

the  same  not-knowing  that  the  awestruck  mind  drinks  from.

They are the same thing, felt two different ways.
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So  the  invitation,  the  reframe  that  the  whole  book  has  been

building toward, is to change your relationship with the unknown

from fear to something closer to reverence. To stand at the edge

of the map not with the anxiety of someone who needs it filled in,

but with the wonder of someone who has realized the blank is

where  the  wonder  lives.  The  mystery  of  consciousness,  the

strangeness  of  existence,  the  vastness  past  the  edge  of

everything we know, the question with no answer, none of these

need to frighten you, and none of them need to be hurried into

false certainty to be bearable. They can be sat with, even loved,

the way you'd love an ocean, not because you can contain it but

precisely  because you can't.  A  person who can hold  the great

unknowns  with  reverence  instead  of  dread  has  access  to

something  the  certain  never  reach:  a  sense  of  awe  that  runs

underneath their whole life, a permanent, quiet astonishment at

being a conscious thing in an unfathomable universe. That awe is

available to you any time you stop demanding that reality be fully

known, and let it  be, instead, fully mysterious, which it is,  and

always was, and gloriously always will be.
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Keep a Frontier

So here, at the end, is the whole of it, the way to actually live with

what we've been circling. Keep a frontier. Whatever else you do,

however  much  you  learn,  however  settled  your  life  and  your

knowledge become, keep an edge, a place where your map runs

out  and the unknown begins,  and keep visiting it  on purpose.

Because the alternative, the slow sealing-shut of the mind, the

gradual  filling-in  of  every  blank  with  borrowed certainty  until

there's no frontier left, is the real death, the one that can happen

decades before the body stops, the death of a person who has

decided  they  basically  understand  everything  and  has  nothing

left to wonder at.

You can feel which way a person is going, and you can feel it in

yourself.  There are people whose world gets smaller and more

certain as they age,  who have an answer for everything and a

question about nothing, whose map has been fully colored in and

laminated, and there is something shut about them, something

that stopped. And there are people, sometimes very old, whose

eyes still have the frontier in them, who can still be surprised, still

say  "I  don't  know,  isn't  that  fascinating,"  still  turn  toward  the

strange thing instead of away, and there is something alive about

them that has nothing to do with their age, because they never

sealed the edge, they kept a door open to the unknown, and the

open door is what keeps a mind young. The difference between

those  two is  not  intelligence  and  not  knowledge.  It's  whether

they kept a frontier, or paved it over for the comfort of certainty.
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So keep yours. Ask the second question, the one that takes you

past  the  name  to  the  edge  of  the  known.  Turn  toward  the

anomaly, in the world and in yourself, the thing that doesn't fit,

instead of explaining it away. Hold your certainties as your best

current  map and not  the  final  territory,  loosely  enough to  be

revised. Resist the easy total answers that scratch every itch at

once,  and  learn  to  sit  in  the  not-knowing  without  panic.  And

stand,  sometimes,  deliberately,  at  the  edge  of  everything  you

understand, and look out at the vast unknown, not with fear but

with  wonder,  and  let  it  remind  you  that  you  are  a  brief,

conscious, unexplainable thing in a reality that is almost entirely

a  question,  which  is  not  a  tragedy,  but  the  single  most

astonishing fact there is. The map is not the world. It never was.

Keep a frontier, and keep walking toward it, because the edge of

the map is where everything interesting has always lived, and it

always will.

For anyone who never stopped asking the second
question. Don't let them pave over your frontier.
The not-knowing was never the problem. It was

the wonder, the whole time.

✦  ✦  ✦

Unknowns & Anomalies

28


	Unknowns & Anomalies
	Contents
	The Edge of the Map
	The Itch
	Naming Is Not Knowing
	The Tyranny of the Answer
	The Thing That Doesn't Fit
	Explaining It Away
	That's Funny
	The Anomaly in You
	The Arrogance of Certainty
	How Much We Don't Know
	The Comfort of Mystery
	Keep a Frontier



