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The word “closure” has taken the vacuity of clichés to new depths of emptiness. When
it comes right down to it, the only real closure is death, and even that may not be final.
On the matter of an afterlife, we simply don’t know. As E.M. Forster puts it in Aspects of
the Novel, birth and death are “conjectural” since the only “entities who might enlighten
us, the baby and the corpse, cannot do so, because their apparatus for communicating
their experiences is not attuned to our apparatus for reception” (48).

It makes more sense to speak of inconclusivity than finality because the former
accurately reflects--or as Harry Levin would phrase it, “refracts” (552)-life. Indeed,
thoughts, relationships, and events often reside in the realm of the unresolved. From
what we know, everything between birth and death is made up of beginnings and
endings. T.S. Eliot's important observations at the end of “Little Gidding” are, of
course, apposite: “What we call the beginning is often the end/And to make an end is to
make a beginning./The end is where we start from” (Four Quartets 58). That perspective
applies, I suspect, to everything involving change, namely, life.

What happens in life has at least this Janus quality to it—the two-headed god of gates
and doorways, depicted on the gates of Rome facing inward and outward (from
whence we get the word “January”). Picasso, for example, surely had this concept in
mind in his Portrait of Dora Maar (1937). There is a duality, an opposition, to the
ubiquitous relationships that constitute life, interweaving beginnings and endings
within it. In that sense, whatever happens is a particular illustration of the Hegelian
dialectic (thesis, antithesis, synthesis—-becoming a new thesis, opposed by a new
antithesis, etc,, ad infinitum). Everything is a mixture of certainty (because it happened
in the past) and uncertainty (no one knows for sure what will happen in the future, not
even clairvoyants. The Player’s remark to Guildenstern in Tom Stoppard'’s Rosencrantz

& Guildenstern Are Dead--, “Uncertainty is the normal state”--is surely on the mark.]

The idea of inconclusive closure can be explored as it applies to two stories from Carol
Shields’s The Orange Fish (1989): “Today Is the Day” and the title story. AlthoughlI
could have selected other stories from the collection, these two well illustrate an






