
The sophomores surrounded Sam, entertained 
by his whistling. The class batted not an eye when 
I came in, though I had promised a test. Young 
men had whistled upon my entrance before. 
Remember? Years ago, Benji whistled a verse, as 
its words escaped him, before embarking upon 
the chorus of “Mrs. Robinson,” careful to make the 
lyrics gender correct.

Benji possessed an elegant voice for a seventh 
grader. Grown, he had a lilting Irish tenor’s 
voice. I heard it in its maturity, pleasant as John 
McCormick’s belting a ballad from County Derry. 
God had smiled upon Benji.

What had I done to God for Him to have muddled 
my works? God gave me a voice that leaves little 
to the imagination, when it comes to things meant 
for secrets. Not even womanish, my voice sounds 
like that of a winked upon young boy whose balls 
had yet to descend and who would soon wish for 
a world of men. Past that truth, my voice obscures 
everything else. But it utters truth everywhere.

I ought blame it, but how could I? My voice calls 
cards for me. Thanks to it, a West Indian professor 
in college dubbed me “milksop.” In middle age, I 
googled the name.

“It means ‘unmanly man,’” one of the Melissas 
told the rest of the class.

I wilted. “Great. I’m out to you.”
Sam, a freshman then, heard it. He was a post-

graduate when I broached the subject. “I knew 
your voice is rather soft and high,” he said, “but I 
got used to it.”

Why did he have to say that? Historically, 
traditionally, few comments have vexed me quite 
like those about my voice. An irritant, red as 
pepper on the palate, comments about my voice 
induce rage, a verbal fistfight, like ones against 
rough classmates who dismissed grade school me 
as “proper.”

For that, I cursed a blue team, as if sailor on shore 
leave. That learned them.

My greatest irritation about my voice rests upon 

the willingness of so many to mistake me as infantile 
and light. Historically, traditionally, they had fun at 
my expense. How dare they! Don’t they realize a 
tempest storms inside me?

Before discounting my downside, I ought to relish 
its ups. Having such a childish, such a feminine voice 
means most edit information for my hearing. They 
tell me nothing bad; if they must still, they carefully 
cook it down for my consumption, reducing it to 
near pabulum. In such a state, they reasoned, I 
could digest it easily, and not resort to projectile 
vomiting, not back into their faces.

Rarely have I complained about such a diet, 
though I prefer roughage above all else.

“Don’t bullshit me, boy,” I snapped once at a 
student in the middle of class. “When I ask you a 
question like that, you tell me the truth.”

I may have rarely complained, but pride asked me 
to seek out stronger stuff. Since childhood, I have 
sought truth around corners and beneath rocks. 
Whenever I found shit instead, I ran. Perhaps I ought 
to listen to others and heed them more readily. No 
teacher asks why her room went silent when she 
entered, if she knows what is good for them.

Sam and the sophomores had a test. He smiled 
after whistling and grinned at the Melissas. Not a 
seat, he occupied a space between them, when 
their table accommodated only two.

“Will you take your test there?” I asked.
He nodded and grinned. His dimples gave him a 

pleasant, an approachable smile.
My voice, innocent as an English horn solo, gives 

an approachable feel. For nigh-on a half-century, 
strangers have felt comfortable enough to divulge 
everything to me, to say anything personal, be it rude 
or insensitive, be it embarrassing or liable. Entering 
my office, not even sitting, my students unloaded 
the weekend’s orgies and gossip. After nigh-on a 
half-century, I have gotten used to that. Had I any 
sense, I would have put out the cup decades ago, 
and collected my nickels. Had I, I would have been 
richer than Linus and Lucy put together by now.

 A Voice 
Somewhat 
Familiar
BY J. E . ROBINSON
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“You’re very easy to talk to,” burly Mike said in 
high school, before going into the Marines. “I feel 
like I can talk to you about anything.”

By 1986, I wished he had. Perhaps, had we our post-
high school chat, Mike would not have shot himself.

Unfortunately, such is the pain familiar voices 
bear. We long to vault time back, to catch the 
conversation that wished it had caught us.

I’ve heard no middle-aged man with such a voice, 
unless I hear my own recording. I hate hearing my 
voice. Eleven years of weekly half-hour interviews 
languish in my basement, but I have dusted off none 
of them, not even after Mom died. Occasionally, I 
have pulled out a recording of me reading a short 
story in Boston. It bemuses me. Why must I sound 
like such a little fag?

Back in 1986, first introduced to Babel and to 
Gogol, back when I first dreamed a writerly world, 
I watched the Greeks break line on the Quad and 
saw the spring blue sky over Howard University, 
where some left me alone. I imagined disposable 
income. Wouldn’t it be something to hire an artist 
to do a portrait of my voice? 

I still see imagination’s product. Pale and light-

eyed, honey-haired and snub nosed, perhaps a 
young perhaps sixteen. He has yet to find his way 
out of boarding school.

“He reeks of the class privilege of suburbia,” a 
verbose classmate said back in 1986, speaking 
about me but feigning otherwise, looking my way 
and smirking, as a professor refused to grin.

To himself, the student described an Etonian from 
Edwardian England, transplanted to Washington, 
DC, by way of Groton or of Andover. Really, he 
described more of a Bluecoat boy, a foundling from 
Christ’s Hospital, or so he seemed. Somewhere 
between the two rests my truth.

Were I a native Washingtonian, that or an old 
settled, perhaps I would have been a Sidwell Friends 
kid. That institution saw me as such. In 1985, the 
middle school principal invited me for a visit on 
the advice of one of his teachers, who had seen 
me interact with his seventh graders. I arrived in 
April. The campus stretched along Massachusetts 
Avenue, regal and glorious.

“That will be four-fifty, Shorty,” the cabbie said. A 
beat, and he looked back at me. “Sorry about that.”

For most of DC, everyone was “Shorty” or “Slim,” 

to certain people. Laughing a little because I 
understood, I took no offense. I still towered over 
General MacArthur. It didn’t even bother me that 
a teacher thought I had finally come to school late. 
In my home school district, where my mother was 
vice president of the school board, even the new 
high school principal mistook me for an incoming 
freshman.

My Sidwell hosts were friendly, unlike the 
charlatans I worked with a few years later, at a 
school that liked calling itself “progressive,” though 
it hardly was, early in my career. In the Sidwell 
classroom, the seventh graders climbed over one 
another to show me an assignment. I smiled. That 
felt good. They said they liked me. I smiled again. 
That felt better.

I was nineteen, too, Sam.
At nineteen, I fulfilled a childhood ambition and 

began smoking. It was my birthday, October 8, 1984, 
a Friday again. Finished for the week, newly stuffed 
from the five dozen chocolate chip cookies my 
grandmother had baked from scratch and shipped, 
I waited for the K Street traffic to thin. I had my 
T. V. Guide and Time. A Time article on potential 
Supreme Court nominees caught my eye; later, I 
would read over and over another, more interesting 
article on bipolar disorder and creativity. While 
getting my magazines, tobacco, then kept on the 
floor, teased me. Dare I?

“I’m nineteen, now. She’s half a continent away,” 
I said, considering my mother. “If I want to, I can.”

I went back inside People’s Drugstore, just as a 
kind light changed. I bought Swisher’s Sweet cigars, 
Middleton’s Cherry Blend pipe tobacco, and a 
Doctor Grabow filtered pipe. I think I spent around 
seven dollars.

I was meant to smoke like a chimney through 
almost twelve years.

Pray, what possessed me?
Often, I try imaging myself smoking and the picture 

befuddles as much as the voice. While I smoked, 
I seemed no older than sixteen. During that time, 

smoking laws turned stricter. I had begun smoking 
at a time of cigarette machines and tobacco bins 
on the floor; as was the case in childhood, a child 
could present a clerk a dollar and say the cigarettes 
were for his mother. That changed in the 1990s. 
In the 1990s, prosecutors went after retailers for 
selling tobacco to minors. In the 1990s, retailers 
restricted tobacco to the counters and ID’d.

“You have to be eighteen to buy that, hon,” a 
grocery checker said in 1992, when I tried to purchase 
my mature brand, Captain Black, one night.

“I am over eighteen,” I said.
Actually, I was twenty-six. I had taken offense. 

Before the end of the decade, I would fight to 
convince clerks that I was really that young.

Why did I smoke? I have ruminated over the 
question over the course of years, like a cud. What 
possesses the young to dare any life-threatening 
thing? Why do you run through city streets so early 
in the morning, Sam, like you did in your home in the 
middle of nowhere, when the thugs roam? Youth 
interprets itself as impervious, even to foolishness. 
Put that in your smoke and pipe it.

On the day of his test, Sam’s nineteenth birthday 
had passed just a week before. Looking at him 
wedged between the Melissas, I couldn’t help myself.

“You’ve been getting awfully bold the past couple 
of days; did you buy a pipe?” I asked, putting my 
hand on my hip for emphasis.

Sam and a pipe became a joke between us. 
The next year, he played a detective in an Agatha 
Christie mystery. A pipe was his prop. The Melissas 
said he altered his voice for the play.

Had I not my voice, I probably would never have 
smoked. My pipe, and the smell it afforded me, 
granted the maturity my voice never did. I seemed 
older, pipe in mouth. While smoking, no one 
mistook me for a pup.

Wishing to be seen as no pup, I wanted to run 
with the big dogs. Foolish, I know now, for it has 
turned dangerous since. The big dogs devour pups 
for lunch.
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I recall that some attempted to alter themselves 
through smoking. Nat King Cole and Sarah Vaughn 
smoked themselves to death, believing doing so 
provided texture to their voices. They could turn 
a lyric velvet to please their audiences, thanks to 
smoking. Smoking turned them “debonair” and 
“sassy” and such. The businessman Bruce Llewellyn 
took to smoking as a young Marine officer, because 
cigars turned him older.

Thanks to my voice, my lifetime nickname 
has been “Professor.” Professors—especially 
historians—smoked pipes. While I may have 
thought smoking invested me with a deeper voice, 
which I had longed for ever since I first heard my 
mature voice in adolescence, smoking a pipe gave 
me a professor’s look and smell, far more readily 
than a stuffed horned owl clutching an olive branch 
amid walls of books.

In childhood, I had been conflicted about my 
nickname. “Professor” sounded pedantic on my 
schoolmates’ tongues, not respected, tedious, not 
authoritative. As a boy, I could sense Woodrow 
Wilson’s blood pressure rise each time his opponents 
dismissed him as a “school marm.” Theodore 
Roosevelt must have done it more frequently than 
anyone, each time the man bullied him with “bully.” 
Didn’t he realize Wilson had also coached football 
at Wesleyan, and went undefeated?

In childhood, I longed to be more than just 
“Professor.” As an adult, I longed more to be just 
that. In youth, we long to be more than what we 
are, only to acquiesce and to long to be just that.

I suppose fulfilling a prophesy stands as the answer 

to my reasons for smoking a pipe. It agreed with me. 
After a luxurious meal, a full stomach beckoned for 
a bowl. A pipe on the way to work commanded me 
to calm down, and, coming home, it helped me 
to relax. After I quit cold turkey in spring 1997, the 
holidays and the commute changed. Neither gum 
nor a drink meant a thing.

After I had started smoking, I found that most 
liked the smell. While I taught seventh grade, the 
kids loitered around my desk whenever they could, 
because my tweed jackets carried that morning 
bowl well. The Captain Black was pleasant then, the 
scent of a kitchen baking chocolate chip cookies, 
thanks to the vanilla. Even Borkum Riff, a sometimes 
replacement (but not too much: you can get drunk off 
its whisky), drew smiles. Though called <<rauchen>>, 
<<auf Deutsch>>, smoking pipe afforded pleasantry, 
even as the Professor’s voice remained the same.

Perhaps that is why Benji broke into “Mrs. 
Robinson” for me. The youth, the voice, the 
clothes, the smell—all familiar, a Pictionary 
version of Teacher.

Sam is a decade younger than Benji. In their 
professional lives, they must walk across each 
other a couple times. Perhaps a certain smell will 
present both of them a kind smile. But, first, Sam 
had a test. As class began, he did not budge.

Thanks to my voice, I dread this reaction. I sense 
it whenever something drags, whenever I address 
my class and can tell they decline to address me. 
I see my students staring at laptops, examining 
cyberspace, a place in which I fail to exist. Nothing 
to them, still I insist upon attention.

It used to be that I would raise my voice, or repeat 
myself. A young teacher does that, irritated at being 
ignored. Generally, I gave that up long ago, though 
the middle-aged me, now nigh-on fifty, reverts 
to such practice, like remembering the ABC’s 
from long ago, with Reading Man and The Electric 
Company.

“Jeez! Will you put that damned thing away! It’s 
rude to play with that while someone is trying to 
talk to you!”

I did not address that to Sam’s class; its members 
refused to be rude. I scolded another class a few 
years later, out of exasperation. Frustration’s 
decades welled up and erupted. Flashing back, my 
sense memory recalled all those who went their 
merry way, ignoring me. That class did not insult 
me. Really, like those before, its members must not 
have realized that I had spoken.

My voice wears upon me. To me, it sounds like 
Alexander Scourby. To others, it sounds like Echo 
whispering on the wind, even less. For audiences, 
it achieves comedy. For interlopers, it boarders 
upon the psychotic. For prey, it teases and 
suggests. For me, it hangs about my neck. I wish 
otherwise. I wish judgment based upon deeds and 
character, not upon attributes and perceptions. 
I wish judgment as a man. I tire being dismissed 
because of my voice.

Worlds I had attempted alluded me because 
of my voice. I could have been an Army officer, a 
college football coach, a senator, were it not for 
my voice. But, what foolishness possesses me to 
blame my voice? I didn’t pursue ROTC, football, 
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or politics. I left investments for academia and 
refused to go back because the decision suits me. 
Something had preordained my career, and it may 
have been my voice. I have yet to regret it.

“Maybe you’ll be a college president,” a rough 
classmate named Ricky said in fifth grade. “You’ll 
probably write a couple books about presidents. 
But, you won’t be president of the United States.”

For that, I hated Ricky. In retrospect, how could I 
hate prophets? How many ten year olds have such 
details unloaded upon them without even the help 
of tea leaves? The truth unleashes disappointments 
always, but, if the hand dealt seems still favorable, 
we simply must smile.

Looking at my pictures these past few decades, 
I hear my voice. Sweet and innocent, nearly as 
familiar as the wind, it calls from the edge. Most 
heed it. They run to it like running to the dinner 
bell. There are worse voices to have than one most 
long for as company.

I beheld Sam between the two Melissas. Turning 
to one of them, he puckered his lips as if to resume 
whistling. I commenced passing the test from the 
other side of the room. Not even the Melissas, great 
students, will get the test with him seated there.

“Mister Barberini,” I intoned, back still to him, 
almost a disembodied voice, as if from conscience, 
“please take a seat where you may take your test.”

Not one to jeopardize an easy “A,” and one which 
he had worked so hard to earn, Sam moved his seat 
to his former table, a spot forlorn by his dalliance.

Well, at least the Professor can muster School 
Marm from his voice’s repertoire. ¤


