
All Signs: A little advance warning to

ev e ryone: Me r cu ry will be ret r o g ra d e

from Feb. 21 until March 15th. Th i s

early warning is to tell you if there’s

a nything you want to st a rt — do it be-

fore Feb 21. After that, it’s a poor time

for beginnings until after March 15t h .

It is also a poor time to buy a car or

truck. So if you’re thinking about buy-

ing ground tra n s p o rt ation — you auto

do it now.

Aries (March 21 - April 19)  

You have to be careful not to

l et a friend rain on your pa-

rade. Th ey may be giving

you the been-there, done-that routine.

So what? Nothing new ex i sts under

the sun. Ancient Greek writing is full

of complaints about the good ol’ day s

and how the youth “of today” is go i n g

to pot.

Taurus (April 20 - May 20) 

Life has its discouraging as-

p e cts, and you may even feel

p hysically tired as well. Th at’s

because this is a testing time

for you. Things that you began around

1991, ’92 or ’93 are now being chal-

l e n ged to see if they are wort hw h i l e .

It’s okay. This is your chance to see

w h at is working and what is not work-

ing in your life. Which means: get rid

of what is not working. Simple. Yo u

can do it.

Gemini (May 21 - June 20) 

Whereas before you thought

you had cooperation — now

you meet with resistance. Oy,

o y, oy. Act u a l l y, there is a message here

s o m ewhere. You are advised to cu t

your losses. And remember — your

fi r st loss is your cheapest loss. Th i n g s

are being demonst rated to you as be-

ing invalid in your life right now. Don’t

d e ny this. Accept and work within

these limitations. Let go and move on.

(Pack trail mix.)

C a n cer (June 21 - July 22) 

You may be stalled in the wat e r

due to debt, or a disagreement

about how to spend a limited

amount of money. (Shared property or

belongings could be an issue.) Remem-

ber that your sign is favoured by the

Taurus lineup this year. Learn to work

with others’ values, even if you don’t

agree with them. Th e r e’s more than one

w ay to make chicken soup. Not ev e ry-

one uses a bay leaf. (Ever noticed how

close that is to bailiff?) Relax.

Leo (July 23 - Au g . 22) 

Bosses and authority fi g u r e s

(possibly parents or teachers)

are tough to deal with right

n o w. Pa rtners feel this, too. Act u a l l y, this

is the perf e ct time to learn how to com-

m u n i c ate in an eff e ctive way so that you

can achieve your objectives. You have to

d etermine what is worth saving in the

b i gger scheme of things and what is not.

You are strong in your career. Only push

for what makes sense. Don’t go for broke. 

Virgo (Au g . 23 - Sept. 22) 

With respect to publishing, the

media and higher educat i o n ,

even the law — you are blocke d

right now. It’s important for you

to ascertain what works for you and

w h at doesn’t. Transfer your energy to ar-

eas that are more productive. You are

concerned with effic i e n cy and eff e ct i v e-

ness now. You also are concerned with

good health. (You know that a balanced

d i et is more than a cookie in each hand.) 

L i b ra (Sept. 23 - Oct. 22) 

You are keen to enjoy yourself

and have a good time, plus

y o u ’re interested in romance.

Go with the fl o w. Fu l fill your

o b l i g ations to others and their property

and belongings, and at the same time

t ry to enjoy yourself as much as possible.

( A l w ays yield to temptation because it

m ay never come your way again.) 

S corpio (O c t . 23 - Nov. 21) 

You are eager to pursue your

goals about home and family;

a nything that stands in your

w ay is viewed by you as an obst r u ct i o n .

Fo rt u n at e l y, at the moment, you hav e

the patience and charm to deal with

these delays gra c ef u l l y. You feel play f u l

and full of good humour. Rely on this

lighter side of yourself to get you

through the tension now. Or be silent.

A fter all, a closed mouth gathers no feet .

S a g i t tarius (Nov. 22 - Dec. 21) 

C o n t ra cts, deals, conv e r s a-

tions and pra ctical day - t o - d ay

m atters are blocked by obliga-

tions connected with your work. Pe r-

haps your job responsibilities prohibit

you from taking off on a short trip, or

c h atting to relatives and neighbours as

much as you would like. For some of

you, it could be a health issue. Be en-

c o u ra ged by the knowledge that this is a

b r i ef halt to things. 

C a p r i corn (Dec. 22 - Jan. 19) 

You have the opport u n i ty

to learn if something is ad-

e q u ate or not. Is it reliable

or not? No one likes to be driving along

and run out of gas, but it’s always nice if

it happens a block aw ay from a gas st a-

tion. In a way, what you learn now will

s ave you from a greater disappointment

in the future. (At least one thing about

being in hot water — with a little soap,

y o u ’re really clean.)

Aquarius (Jan. 20 - Fe b. 18) 

You feel that it’s diffi cult to

maintain your freedom in the

face of the duties or rest r i c-

tions placed upon you now. Others

stand in your way. Don’t fight them.

This does not help. This is a tempora ry

s etback. From here on, you are rising

to your success. Ju st dig in and face

this like a kitchen-sink reality. Do the

dishes — one at a time.

P i s ces (Fe b. 19 - March 20) 

If you lighten up on your ex-

p e ct ations, and go more

with what’s happening, you

will see that this is just something to

get through — or work through. Un t i l

then, be reminded of the observat i o n

of Ralph Waldo Emerson: “When it’s

dark enough, you can see the st a r s .”

(And you can smooch a little while no

one is looking.)

If Your Birthday Is To d ay

O p rah Winfrey shares your birt h d ay.

You are fun-loving and socially mind-

ed. You also have a strong desire to

m a ke the world a better place. Yo u

fight for what you believe in. 

If Your Birthday Is To m o r row 

A ctors Gene Hackman and Va n e s s a

R e d g rave share your birt h d ay. Th o s e

with tomorrow’s birth date are ast u t e

and observant. You have a talent for

teaching, guiding and training. Yo u

h ave a social conscience, and use your

c o m m u n i c ations skills to inspire oth-

ers. 
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H OROSCO P E BY GEORGI A NICOL S

BY ANTONY ANDER S O N

A
st ra n ge thing happened to

me after attending an inor-

d i n ate number of funera l s

l ately: I stopped thinking

about the meaning of life

and became intensely curious about

our rituals around death.

I contacted the Fu n e ral Direct o r’s pro-

g ram at Humber College, and subse-

quently met up with Fern John, who is

currently apprenticing to be a funeral di-

r e ct o r. When we talk on the phone, Jo h n

sounds very down to earth. There are no

g rand visions or ghastly experiences in

her past that led her to this point. A sin-

gle conv e r s ation with a friend trigge r e d

her interest and she acted on it. I want to

m a ke it more complicated, but Jo h n

w o n’t let me. She does agree, howev e r, to

l et me join her for a day in the life of an

apprentice funeral direct o r.

When I arrive at the Je r r ett Fu n e ra l

Home in downtown Toronto, just after 9

a . m ., John is briskly loading flowers into

the back of a limo. She has already swept

the front entrance and parking lot, greet-

ed mourners and parked their cars. To-

d ay she will work on three funerals. 

S h e’s amiable and st ra i g h t f o rw a r d ,

full of life. After completing four

months as an apprentice funeral direc-

t o r, she says without hesitation: “I love

coming to work ev e ry day.” 

Finished with the flowers, John take s

me inside. The st a ff hovers about,

dressed in subdued shades. The lighting

is low-key. The ge n e ral ambience and

decor resemble a hotel lobby. At fi r st .

Then I hear the sound of intense cry i n g

from a distant room. And I notice the

tissue boxes st ationed ev e rywhere. 

John introduces me to the st a ff. Yo u

c o u l d n’t ask for a more cheery group of

people — cheery in-between offi c i a l

duties, of course. All day long, I see

them shift from discreet att e n t i v e n e s s

in public to high-spirited banter be-

hind closed doors.

S o m ewhere down the hall, two visita-

tions are in progress. The sound of cry-

ing continues to drift in. The sound is

h e a rtbreaking but must be routine in

this location, which handles about 250

f u n e rals ev e ry year.

At 9:30 a.m., John gathers six pall-

bearers in the foyer and tells them how

to carry the coffin across the st r e et to

the church where Mass is scheduled for

10 a.m. Me a nwhile, another st a ff mem-

ber takes the name plate off the visitat i o n

room to prepare it for the next funera l .

Once Mass has st a rted, John and her

colleagues hurry back to take down the

fl o ral arra n gements for the burial. By

10:45, John is back guiding the pallbear-

ers as they st r u ggle with the c o ffin down

the steep church steps. It has st a rt e d

raining. John tells me I’ll be riding with

her in the hearse. I flinch when I get seat-

ed and see the coffin just inches behind

me. We make small talk but I cannot

t a ke my mind off the former person

sealed up behind me. 

It’s 11:01 when we arrive at the ceme-

t e ry. The downpour is Biblical. Jo h n

hurries to get the flowers in place bef o r e

the mourners arrive. By 11:08, she is

once again guiding the pall bearers as

t h ey pull the coffin out of the hearse and

c a r ry it to the burial site. The mourners

g ather in the rain and watch as the cof-

fin is lowered into the soaking earth. I

feel slightly unethical sitting in the

hearse, witnessing all this grief without

feeling any connection to the event. 

At 11:17, John escorts the priest to a

car and drives him back to his church in

L i ttle It a l y. On the way, they talk about

how impatient and rude Toronto drivers

are when caught behind funeral proces-

sions. We are back at the funeral home

by 11:50, and instead of having lunch or

continuing her duties, John gives me a

quick tour of the place. The only dis-

turbing sight are the small, beautifully

made coffins for children. 

This leads me to ask about dealing with

the daily grief. John acknowledges that

she and the other st a ff can get very caught

up. She especially remembers one woman

in her mid-30s, who was married in the

hospital just before she died of cancer.

“There are times when you get emotional

and you just let the tears come down.

Then you stop and go back to your work.” 

And they know they have to. The fu-

n e ral home’s co-ge n e ral manage r, Dav i d

G a rvie, puts it very concisely: “If you

cross over the line that you’re so emo-

tionally involved, you’re not of any help

to the families.” 

The next service begins at 1 p.m. A new

round of mourners shuffle in. It is

st ra n ge to witness the pattern of human

g r i ef unfold again, as if the fir st two fu-

n e rals this morning aren’t enough to sat-

i s fy the flow of death. Fo rty - five minutes

l at e r, they emerge sounding like a movie

audience: “Th at was really good. Really

good. What do you think, 60?” “No more

l i ke 70.” Th ey’re pleased with the turnout. 

John is ready to drive to the burial site

and says I can come along. But I beg off.

I ’ve had enough death for one day. When

she returns, she will have an early dinner

and then pick up a deceased 90-year-old

woman from a hospital morgue — a piece

of cake compared to making housecalls,

where the bodies have been there for

weeks. I try not to dwell on that image. 

A fter dinner, John will embalm the

woman, a process that takes any w h e r e

from two to four hours; she’ll also

a r ra n ge the facial features, dress the

person, “cosmetize” and actually get

them into a casket. 

During the process, she will some-

times talk to the corpse as in: “Oh,

Mrs. Smith, we’re having a hard time

getting on your socks today, aren’t

w e?” I ask about embalming so soon

a fter eating. John laughs. The timing

n ever even occurred to her. She’s al-

ready embalmed about 20 people. Th e

m o st diffi cult was working on a three-

year-old girl killed by a bullet intended

for someone else. 

I suspect most of us would need an al-

cohol binge or va c ation to recover from

a ny one of Jo h n’s experiences. But there

is not a trace of what she has been

through in her manner. She could be

working at a day-care centre or tra i n i n g

to be a ballerina. Again I keep marv e l-

ling at her composure and good cheer.

When we say goodbye, I leave thinking,

“I want you directing my funera l .”

The day - t o - d ay business of deat h
A look at the lively way of life behind the scenes at a funeral home

Fern John acknowledges she can get caught up in the daily grief, but knows that if she crosses that line, she’s not going to be of help to the families.


