
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Clara Giuliani 

 
 

Undertakings 

 

 

 

 

 

www.claragiuliani.com 



1 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

Cliff owned the only drive-thru funeral business in 

Massachusetts. 

 

 

That’s me. 

 

No, not Cliff: I am “Cliff owned the only drive-thru funeral business in 

Massachusetts”.  

 

I’m a novel. Or at least I’m meant to be. Just now, I’m nine words. If you ask 

me, I think I should be a short story. Everything else aside, at the rate she is 

writing me, I can fantasize to be 2000 words by the time she is seventy. I’d be a 

very tiny novel, but I could do for a short story. Add that she knows next to 

nothing about funeral business, and even less about Massachusetts, and you’ll 

see where I stand.  

 

Please, feel free to wonder how in hell a funeral business in Massachusetts 

occurred to her at all. And, if you come across an answer, do let me know.  

 

She isn’t American, she’s never been to the States, she’s even a little appalled at 

the notion of drive-thru funerals… She thinks it sounds like quick disposal. Why 

couldn’t Cliff own, say, a bookshop? Or a sawmill? She knows about that, after 

all. And in England.  

 

“Cliff owned the only drive-thru sawmill in Leicestershire.”  

 

Right, I wouldn’t be the same. She jotted me down a day, all of five months ago, 

because the drive-thru thing gave her a jolt. Somehow, drive-thru sawmills don’t 
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sound half as absurdly dismal. Well, they don’t even exist, but at least she would 

know what she’s writing about. She wouldn’t be frowning at me, just now, 

biting her nails, and thinking murder. 

 

My murder. 

 

I’m just nine words: it would take her less than a second to cancel me and use 

the empty file for something else… Every time she lifts a finger over the 

keyboard, I quake. To her credit, though, she is still toying with possibilities 

about Cliff. Give him something more than a name and a job. A sullen temper, 

may be, and reddish hair. Or would that be trite? Should he be forever biting 

back sunny grins, out of professional concern? Triter still…  

 

She’s so preoccupied of avoiding clichés that it’s painful to watch. She goes for 

subtlety, you know. But she’ll possibly keep the reddish hair. She’s beginning to 

see him, this Cliff: round-faced guy, in his shirt’s sleeves and black tie. Reddish 

hair, as mentioned above, and that sort of perpetually astounded look about him.  

 

I don’t think he’s ever going to be a Nobel candidate.   

 

If she had meant him to be smart, she wouldn’t have named him Cliff, for one 

thing. You see, names work like this: a Julian would be an artistic type, forced 

into the family business and resenting it; a Michael would be struggling to make 

it work against the worst odds; a Cliff… well, all I can say is, don’t expect too 

much of him. I mean, just look at her: she’s picturing him at his desk, with a 

bowl of chips and yesterday’s newspaper. This can’t bode well.  

 

 
Cliff owned the only drive-thru funeral business in 

Massachusetts. No competition in an xxx kilometers 

radius, provided you were in that kind of thing. It 

might be cold comfort, but some comfort it was, as 

Cliff sat in his office with a bowl of chips and 

yesterday’s newspaper.  

 

 

So, now I have forty-eight words, Cliff has a snack, and she hates us both. The 

guy is mean and eats with his fingers, and runs a drive-thru funeral business. 

She is grimly contemplating greasy fingerprints on the newspaper. Still, that 

paper may be Cliff’s redemption yet. Could he be reading about, say, the war in 
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Iraq? He might have a brother out there with the Army, or his best friend. Cliff 

might wish he had the sort of courage it takes to enlist, and be so jealous of this 

brother/buddy who did it, and feel awful about being jealous, because he is 

mean, not bad.  

 

This has some promise.  

 

Then again, if this is the case, if Daniel (whoever Daniel may turn out to be) is 

out there, Cliff is most certainly not reading about Iraq. She is sure he avoids all 

things Iraqi like the plague, which may or may not become a nice bit of 

characterization, but leaves the question of what Cliff is reading. Can it be the 

literary page? I hold my breath: if there is the slightest chance to make Cliff an 

avid reader, I’m a novella, at the very least. Or, failing that, an obsession with 

opera would do very nicely… 

 

 
Cliff owned the only drive-thru funeral business in 

Massachusetts. No competition in an xxx kilometers 

radius, provided you were into that kind of thing. It 

might be cold comfort, but some comfort it was, as 

Cliff sat in his office with a bowl of chips and 

yesterday’s newspaper.  

And, since no one can put a whole brain to work over 

the results of yesterday’s baseball matches, comfort 

was, indeed, needed. 

 

 

No such luck, of course. 

 

Not that she really likes the addition, but if Cliff reads sport, things are starting 

to look ugly. 

Seventy words and bad prospects. I wonder if I’ll ever make it to flash fiction, 

after all.  

And she wonders too. I know this look she has: it’s her CANCEL look. I’ve 

been there. She is trying to decide whether I’m worth her while.   

 

I’m not even her kind of thing. She does historical novels, the sort you spend 

years researching, and painstakingly plan. I was meant to be a vacation: no 

research, no planning, just writing for the fun of it. Except, no one likes to take 



4 

 

vacations with slightly unpleasant, ginger-haired guys, and the notion of having 

fun with a funeral business is morbid.  

 

Right hand on mouse, she chews her bottom lip and hesitates. These are the joys 

in the life of an unfinished novel: when your author is averse to fast dispatch. 

Cold comfort, yes. We have a lot in common, Cliff and I.  

She grimaces and hesitates some more... Cliff thriving on death at home, while 

Daniel kills and dies overseas… Because Daniel is most definitely going to die. 

Not that I wasn’t expecting it. I guess, when you crank out novel after novel 

about battles and wars and revolutions, you lose the ability to write anything 

without a body count. She is sizing me up, see? If I could squirm, I would.  

 

And the funny thing is she doesn’t really dislike me. In fact, she likes me 

enough to switch to historian mode and consider moving me back in time, even 

if it means shedding the drive-thru thing. Vietnam? No. WWII? Perhaps. WWI? 

Civil War? Independence War?  

 

 
Cliff owned the only funeral parlour in 

Massachusetts. 

 

 

When did funeral parlours become common? And how would Cliff’s come to be 

the only one in Massachusetts?  

 

 
Cliff owned the only funeral parlour in Xxx, 

Massachusetts. 

 

 

Xxx standing for the name of a suitable little town in Massachusetts, to be 

identified later. She grabs a pen and starts jotting down a list of things to unearth 

from the Internet. What was the first funeral parlour in Massachusetts? Where? 

When? Was Cliff-Clifford a common name in Massachusetts back then?  

 

It would seem that Cliff is about to gain a new name, and I’m on my way to 

historical novel-hood.  

Except-- you see the catch? She doesn’t yet, but I do, and I keep my shirt on 

while she muses over a girl. There has to be a girl, of course, although not a 

childhood friend of both Cliff and Daniel. Daniel’s out-of-town fiancée? Done 
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to death. Cliff’s lovely cousin? Ditto. Unrelated young widow? Slightly better. 

Arrived after Daniel left, and therefore never met him, so she has trouble 

understanding Cliff’s unease. A suffragette before marrying? That would make 

it World War I. 

 

There, now she is off on a tangent. She could nearly fool me, if she weren’t 

naming the widowed suffragette Moira. Believe me: I may be back to nine 

words, but I know she’d never name Moira a character she cares about. That was 

her subconscious, nudging her about the catch. And look, there she goes: she 

frowns at the screen as the thought crosses her mind. For one thing, if she has to 

research a WWI home-front story, I’m no vacation at all; and if I’m no vacation 

at all, she doesn’t like me enough to write me in earnest. Then again, if she 

dumps the drive-thru side of the matter, does she really care enough to scribble 

even a synopsis? No, she doesn’t. If anything, she is vaguely interested in the 

mindset of the guy who provides instant funerals. The CANCEL look is back, 

with a vengeance.  

 

  
Cliff owned the only drive-thru funeral business in 

Massachusetts.  

 

 

Back to square one. At least, it is square one: either she really wants that 

vacation, or— 

  

But I know what: I’m going to be a cheery, cheery, oh so cheery tale about 

Cliff’s perception of death, changing from drive-thru to something deeper, via 

Daniel’s untimely demise. Learning the value of mourning and all that. Then 

again, beginning with a mortician, what was I expecting? 

And please, notice we have also lost the chips and yesterday’s baseball match. 

When you are being written, “Sometimes Less Is More” takes quite another 

meaning.  

 

So, to recap: Cliff is an arid soul, surreptitiously pining for a life he’ll never 

have; Daniel is everything Cliff is not, and dies in Iraq; Cliff goes through 

shock, guilt and everything and learns to mourn. What in between? Funerals, of 

course, and Moira. She is vaguely sketching in her mind a succession of funerals 

to show Cliff’s changing attitude. Not that he becomes nice in the process, mind. 

I’ll have you know I’m a story of subtle changes. What about Moira, now. She 

narrows her eyes and ponders the odds of a hostile Moira. 
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Cliff owned the only drive-thru funeral business in 

Massachusetts. Otherwise, Moira would have died 

rather than hire him. 

 

 

This is nice, now. I’m nearly proud of her: on a good day she can put two people 

and conflict in less than twenty words. And when I’m beginning to think it’s a 

pity she doesn’t mean business about me, there she is, tweaking my shiny new 

hook already. What does she mean, it’s too abrupt? Believe me, it’s a hard life. 

Tap-tap-tap, she types away… 

 

 
Cliff owned the only drive-thru funeral business in 

Massachusetts. Had there been any competition within 

an xxx kilometers radius, Moira would most assuredly 

have gone to them. 

 

 

Well, if you ask me, it had more punch before, but I’m not going to complain. 

Whatever helps her sleep at night, especially since it gives me nine extra words. 

Are you thinking I’m obsessed with word-count? You’d be too, in my place, but 

feel free to espouse her rationale for the new hook: it gives Moira’s side of the 

conflict a subtler, less childish, bitterer angle. I’ll even grant you it sounds 

smarter than mine. Which is all very well, but why would Moira be in need or 

want of a drive-thru funeral? She hazily assumes it is a cheaper, more neutral 

sort of interment, so her first guess is that Moira is either short of cash or not 

especially fond of the dear departed. After all, who would want their dead 

exposed behind a window so that the mourners say hello as they drive by, if they 

can help it? Unless. After all, Moira could have a different reason altogether to 

want this sort of funeral. The deceased, bless his soul, may have had two 

exceedingly disparate sets of relations. You know the sort who can’t come 

within a mile of each other without turning unpleasant. So the drive-thru funeral 

would spare everyone a good deal of particular and general nastiness. One side 

of the family won’t like it, but Moira is the no-nonsense kind, and… And isn’t it 

a shame she can’t have a reason for disliking Cliff that is connected with the 

choice of the funeral itself? After all, who is going to be the MC, here, Moira or 

Cliff? Brief impasse ensues. Wait, she is on something… she is almost there… 
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she’s got it! Moira had nothing to do with the choice. Her late father, late 

estranged father, left it in his will. 

 

 
Cliff owned the only drive-thru funeral business in 

Massachusetts. Had there been any competition within 

an xxx kilometre radius, Moira would most assuredly 

have gone to them. But old Samson had been most 

particular in his last will: he was to have a drive-

thru funeral, of all things, and be buried in Yyy, of 

all places. Which, if it wasn’t to put too much of a 

dent in Moira’s savings, only left Cliff’s. 

 

 

And here she hides her face in her hands and moans, so I’m not going to 

celebrate my seventy-third word yet. Because she has spent half the morning 

coming up with this, and it more or less says what she wanted it to say, and it 

makes no sense at all. If Moira is so broke that she can’t afford to have the 

drive-thru funeral out of State, it means that she could hardly pay for a nice 

proper funeral, so either all the grumbling is rather moot or the “dent in the 

savings” line must go. I’d be bouncing on my toes, if I had any. Drop the 

savings, who cares? Right, it would have been nice for Moira to be really forced 

to hire Cliff, but I say: drop the darn savings. Sure, just now I can’t think of 

another reason why Moira shouldn’t have the funeral somewhere else, but-- 

wait! No, wait! 

 

 
Cliff owned the only drive-thru funeral business in 

Massachusetts. Had there been any competition within 

an xxx kilometre radius, Moira would most assuredly 

have gone to them. 

 

 

Oh, swell! Back to two sentences, and if you ask me, the second one looks 

doomed. She doesn’t like omniscient third person. 

 

 
Cliff owned the only drive-thru funeral business in 

Massachusetts. He was only too aware that, had there 

been any competition within an xxx kilometre radius, 

Moira would most assuredly have gone to them. 
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Which is a pity, because I could really use Moira’s angle too. An external eye on 

Cliff’s change, you know. She stares at the screen thoughtfully. Could she make 

me long enough to alternate PoVs? The way she twists her mouth at the prospect 

isn’t exactly a balm for my ego. Would Moira write about Cliff to someone? Or 

in her journal, this most tired of literary clichés? She snorts at the very idea. Or 

could they just talk a lot? Somehow, she thinks this has more promise. If you 

ask me, she thinks it just because she fancies herself good at writing dialogue 

but, as I might have said before, I’m not going to complain.  

 

 
Cliff owned the only drive-thru funeral business in 

Massachusetts. He had no trouble guessing that, had 

there been any competition within an xxx kilometre 

radius, Moira would most assuredly have gone to them. 

 

“Samson was adamant about it,” she drummed with her 

fingers on Cliff’s desk. “He is to have your sort of 

thing, and be buried in the local cemetery.” 

 

Cliff's gaze shifted from her hand to her New York 

hair-do, then back to his own hands. 

 

“It doesn’t have to be me, you know...” he trailed 

off at the sound of her irritated sigh. 

 

When he looked up, Moira’s hand had left the desktop 

and was running through her hair. 

 

“What’s the sense of having people from out of state 

when…” she shrugged. 

 

So, after all, Moira could go to other people if she wanted. Either she doesn't 

really want, or she doesn't dislike Cliff enough to bother. It can even be that she 

doesn't actively dislike Cliff, just his kind of business, and he is assuming she is 

more hostile than she is, because he is that sort of person and she, like soon-to-

be-Poor Danny, represents something of that Other Life. Nice, isn't it? And all 

of 127 words: my personal record, so far.  
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I wish she would quit pulling faces at me, though. She has characters, conflict 

that can be worked out through dialogue and funerals, a body count, and a 

funeral that, I bet, won't go all that smooth. What the hell does she want?  

 

Ah, but I know. She wants more conflict. She wants Moira to dislike Cliff in 

earnest. She wants things to happen outside of Cliff's head too. Or perhaps she 

doesn't. She doesn't really know what she wants from me. Cliff coming to terms 

with himself? Moira changing her mind a little about him? She hasn't thought 

me through, that's the trouble. She doesn't even know what she's going to do 

with me, except perhaps trying the occasional contest. Provided she ever 

finishes me, which at the moment doesn't seem all that likely. She shrugs and 

pouts and hits the SAVE button and why, oh why can't unfinished short stories 

bite? I'm sure, if I had a good set of fangs, she would be more careful around 

me. She wouldn't for instance, read me aloud with that look of mild disgust. She 

wouldn't cancel everything after the local cemetery, and then that too, with 

nothing more than a sniff. She wouldn't toy with the idea of decapitating me, 

just to see how it feels… 

 

 
Cliff was certain that, had there been any other 

drive-thru funeral business in Massachusetts, Moira 

would have gone to them. 

 

 

Which I don't like, and she doesn't like either, but then, she's had enough of Cliff 

and Moira and Poor Danny and funerals and me, and what about a vacation -- 

where are those fangs? Keep the hell away, or I'll bi 

 

CANC 

 

… 

 
Battle of Stoke Field _ June 16th, 1487 _ F.L. 

disappears and is never seen again. 

 

 

CG 
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