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I am constantly on the lookout for inspirational words to help 

in form the complex process of retirement. Today I share 

some of the “25 Best Opening Lines in Western Literature” 

serendipitously discovered while perusing the web site named 

“schmoop.”  

I have no idea what schmoop means. It might be an 

acronym, a random collection of letters that instantly coalesce 

to create new form like a group of independent, static 

passengers waiting for a GO bus at the Fairview Mall. 

Together they spell “patience,” which is exactly what a group 

of smokers misspell, standing outside Greater Niagara 

Hospital, and some bizarrely connected to intravenous drip gadgets attached to non-smoking 

arms.  

 I thought that these opening lines would be useful for seniors contemplating yet another 

year of existence on this weird planet where some brave people give up their lives to vote while 

others can’t be bothered.  

The first book is Metamorphosis by Franz Kafka, a Czech writer: “As Gregor Samsa 

awoke one morning from uneasy dreams he found himself transformed in his bed into a 

monstrous vermin.” Most seniors have engaged in “uneasy dreams.” When I was employed in 

the work world, I often dreamt of what I should have said to a petulant boss instead of, “Oh, ya?”  

In my dream, I cleverly dress down the target such that s/he is laid bare by my caustic wit. 

Anyway, getting back to Kafka’s opening line, this is precisely how I feel each morning when I 

look at myself in the mirror - once I have brushed my teeth and used the toilet. Better yet, what is 

that creature that stares blankly back at me with its thinning hair, creviced face (some thanks to 

hockey) and bleary eyes that need to be routinely checked for signs of glaucoma? Is this face 

some sort of existential joke? Franz Kafka certainly gets our attention, doesn’t he?   

 Albert Camus’ The Stranger follows with: “Mama died today. Or yesterday maybe, I 

don’t know.” Camus appears more concerned with memory than Kafka’s appearance. Like 

Camus, I can’t remember dates, names, addresses and phone numbers. After reading about 

football and hockey players exposed to violent collisions, I am tempted to donate my brain to the 

doctors who examine the effects of countless concussions on athletes. That might explain my 

peculiar behavior, but it gets worse. 

Fyodor Dostoevsky in Notes from the Underground starts with: “I am a sick man… I am 

a spiteful man. I am an unattractive man. I think my liver is diseased.” I know that things were 

often pretty bleak in Russia, but  Dostoevsky could also be talking about a contemporary 

doctor’s waiting room composed of seniors afflicted by every malady known to man including 

cancer, cutaneous conditions, endocrine disorders, eye maladies, genetic disorders (blame your 

parents), infections (blame your spouse), intestinal diseases (blame Stephen Harper),  

neurological disorders (blame the media) and personality disorders (blame someone else). 

 Ray Bradbury in Fahrenheit 451 opens with: “It was a pleasure to burn.” This is Bradbury 

trying to spin how we all feel after eating binges associated with Christmas and New Year’s. I’m 

guessing that pharmacies lay in large orders of Pepto-Bismol to help combat this uneasy feeling. 

Of course, Bradbury might be talking about Beelzebub and the fallen angels. It compels one to 

read on.  

Another Russian, Leo Tolstoy in Anna Karenina, begins with: “All happy families are 

alike; each unhappy family is unhappy in its own way.” Are you starting to get depressed by 

great literature? I am. Let’s move on to something more positive.  
I like Herman Melville. He believes in short, spiffy introductions. In 

Moby-Dick, Herman starts in conversational mode with, “Call me Ishmael.” 

If someone at the mail box shook your hand and said, “Call me Ishmael,” 

wouldn’t that be intriguing? I might try it on my neighbour Don. Don is 

quick and might retort with, “Call me irresistible.” We could go on like that 

for several minutes. When you are seniors, it doesn’t take much to amuse 
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each other. You might like to write the opening line of your own epic narrative and send it to me. 

You might get quoted like old Herman. 

 

 
 


