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American Dreams

“Warm-up

1. What do you know about the American Dream?

2. The American Dream is often represented by the life and legend of Abraham
Lincoln, the rise from a log cabin and rail-splitting to the presidency. Could
you name someone else who also realized his or her American Dream?

3. How do you feel about homosexuality (gay / lesbian)?

4. What is the significance of Barack Obama’s victory in the 2008 American
Presidential election?



N

T

ARERBRIEN
O

S SR S

SR SR

When Ellen DeGeneres became the first television star to come

out of the closet on prime-time TV, gay men and lesbians around
the country celebrated what appeared to be a major step forward

for America’ s most marginalized community. But the firestorm of

protest that also attended Ellen’s coming out equally demonstrated
just how far homosexuals have to go before winning full acceptance

into American society. In this personal narrative of what it means to

grown-up gays in America, Kevin Jennings reveals the torment

endured by a child forced to conceal his difference from everyone
around him, especially his own parents. With years of self-denial
and one suicide attempt behind him, Jennings shows how he |
eventually came to accept himself as he was and in so doing

achieved his own version of the American dream.

When I was little, I honestly thought 1 would grow up to be the
President. After all, I lived in a land of opportunity where anyone, with
enough determination and hard work, could aspire to the highest office in
the land. I planned to live out the American Dream.

I realized, however, that something was amiss from an early age. I
grew up in the rural community of Lewisville, North Carolina, just
outside the city of Winston-Salem. As you might guess from the city’s
name, Winston-Salem, Winston-Salem makes its living from the tobacco
industry: it was cigarettes that propelled local conglomerate RJR-Nabisco
to its status as one of the world’s largest multinational corporations.
Somehow this rising tide of prosperity never lapped at our doors, and the
Jennings family was a bitter family indeed. Poor whites descended from

Confederate veterans, we eagerly sought out scapegoats for our
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‘make it” in the land of opportunity. My uncles

inexplicable failure to *

and cousins joined the Ku Klux Klan, while my father, a fundamentalist
minister, used religion to excuse his prejudices against blacks, against
Jews, against Catholics, against Yankees, against liberals, and, of
course, against gays. Somehow the golden rule of “Do unto others as you
would have them do unto you” never made it into his gospel. Instead, I
remember church services filled with outbursts of paranoia, as we were
warned about the evils of those whom we (incorrectly) held responsible
for our very real oppression. I grew up believing that there was a Jewish
conspiracy controlling the banks and the media, and that black men—
whom I unselfconsciously referred to as “niggers”—spent their days
plotting to rape white women. In case this seems like a history lesson on
the Stone Age, please consider that I was born in 1963 and graduated
from high school in 1981. Hardly the ancient past!

My father’s profession as a traveling minister never left much money
for luxuries like college tuition. Nevertheless, my mother was determined
that I, her last chance, was going to make good on the Dream that had
been denied to her and to my four older siblings. Not that it was going to
be easy: my father died when I was eight, and my mother went to work
at McDonald’s (the only job she could get with her limited credentials).
Every penny was watched carefully; dinner was often leftover Quarter-
pounders that she didn’t have to pay for. I am the only person I know
who sees the Golden Arches, takes a bite, and thinks, “Mmm, just like
Mom used to make!” '

Throughout high school, I was determined to make it, determined to
show my mother and myself that the American Dream really could come
true. I worked hard and got ahead, earning a scholarship to Harvard
after I had remade myself into the image of what I was told a successful
person was like. Little did I realize at that point the price I was told a
successful person was like. Little did I realize at that point the price I was
paying to fit him.
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The first thing to go was any sign of my Southern heritage. As I came
into contact with mainstream America, through high school “gifted and
talented” programs and, later, at college in Massachusetts, I began to
realize that we Southerners were different. Qur home-cooked meals—
grits, turnip greens, redeye gravy—never seemed to show up in frozen
dinners, and if a character on television spoke with a Southern accent,
that immediately identified him or her as stupid or as comic relief.

I deliberately erased my accent and aped the false monotone of
television newscasters. I never invited college friends home to North
Carolina for fear they might meet my family and realize they were
worthless, ignorant hicks—which is how I’d come to view those whom I
loved. I applied to colleges on the sole criterion that they were not be in
the South. I ran as far from Lewisville, North Carolina, as I could.

But there were some things about myself I could not escape from or
change, no matter how hard I tried—among them the fact that I am gay.

I had always known I was gay, even before I had heard the word or
knew what it meant. I remember that at age six or seven, the “adult”
magazines that so fascinated my older brothers simply didn’t interest me
at all, and I somehow knew that I’d better hide this feeling from them.
As I grew older and began to understand what my feelings meant, I
recoiled in horror from myself. After all, my religious upbringing as a
Southern Baptist had taught me that gay people were twisted perverts
destined for a lifetime of eternal damnation.

Being as set as I was on achieving the American Dream, I was not
about to accept the fact that I was gay. Here is where I paid the heaviest
price for my Dream. I pursued what I thought was “normal” with a
vengeance in high school, determined that, if the spirit was weak, the
flesh would be more willing at the prospect of heterosexuality. I dated
every gift I could literally get my hands on, earning a well-deserved
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reputation as a jerk who tried to see how far he could get on the first
date. I attacked anyone who suggested that gay people might be entitled
to some rights, too, and was the biggest teller of fag jokes at Radford
High. But what I really hated was myself, and this I could not escape
from, no matter how drunk or stoned I got, which I was doing on an
almost daily basis by senior year.

That was also the year I fell in love for the first time, with another
boy in my class. It turned out he was gay, too, and we made love one
night in late May. [ woke up the next morning and realized that it was
true—I really was a fag after all. I spent that day trying to figure out how
I was going to live the American Dream, which seemed impossible if I
was homosexual. By nightfall I decided it was impossible, and without my
Dream I couldn’t see a reason why I’d want to be alive at all. I went to
my family’s medicine cabinet, took the new bottle of aspirin out, and
proceeded to wash down 140 pills with a glass of gin. I remember the
exact number—140—Dbecause I figured I could only get down about ten at
one swallow, so I carefully counted out fourteen little stacks before I

began. Thanks to a friend who got to me in time, I didn’t die that night.

At Harvard, I learned the importance of taking control of my own
destiny. I met a great professor who taught me that as long as I stayed in
the closet, I was accepting the idea that there was something wrong with
me, something that I needed to hide. After all, as my favorite bisexual,
Eleanor Roosevelt, once said, “No one can make you feel inferior
without your consent.” By staying closeted, I was consenting to my own
inferiority. I realized that for years, I had let a Dream—a beautiful,
seductive, but ultimately false Dream—rule my life. I had agreed to pay
its price, which was the rejection of my family, my culture, and
eventually myself. I came to understand that the costs of the Dream far
outweighed its rewards. I learned that true freedom would be mine only
when I was able to make my own decisions about what I wanted out of life

instead of accepting those thrust upon me by the Dream. Since I made
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that realization, I have followed my own path instead of the one I had
been taught was “right” all my life.

Once I started down this new path, I began to make some discoveries
about the society in which I was raised, and about its notions of right and
wrong. I began to ask many questions, and the answers to these questions
were not always pleasant. Why, for example, did my mother always earn
less than men who did the same exact work? Why was ‘my brother
ostracized when he fell in love with and later married a black woman? I
realized that these inequalities were part of the game, the rules of which
were such that gays, blacks, poor people, women, and many others
would always lose to the wealthy white heterosexual Christian men who
have won the Presidency forty-two out of forty-two times. Those odds—
100 percent—are pretty good ones to bet on. No, I discovered that true
freedom could not be achieved by a Dream that calls on us to give up who
we are in order to fit in and become “worthy” of power. Holding power
means little if women have to become masculine “iron ladies” to get it, or
if gays and lesbians have to hide what everyone else gets to celebrate—the
loves of their lives.

Real freedom will be ours when the people around us—and when we
ourselves—accept that we, too, are “real” Americans, and that we
shouldn’t have to change to meet anyone else’s standards. In 1924, at age
twenty-two, the gay African-American poet Langston Hughes said it best,
in his poem “I, Too”:

Tomorrow ,

I’ 1l be at the table
When company comes .
Nobody’ Il dare
Say to me,
“Eat in the kitchen ,”
Then .
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Besides ,

They’ Il see how beautiful I am

And be ashamed —

I, too, am America.

BTEE  Unit1 7

By coming out as a gay man and demanding my freedom, I realize
that I have done the most American thing of all. And while I have come a
long way since the days when I dreamed of living in the White House, I
have discovered that what I’m fighting for now is the very thing I thought

I’d be fighting for if I ever became President—“liberty and justice for

all.”

fNewWords vy

lesbian /lezbion/ =n.

homosexual /hsumsuseksjusl/ a.

amiss /amis/ a.

conglomerate /kon'glomorit/ n.

scapegoat /'skeipgaut/ n.

inexplicable /in'cksplikebl/ a.
fundamentalist /fande'mentalist/

Yankee /'jegki/ n.

&n.

n.

(1,813 words)
From Signs of Life in the USA

female homosexual

() AN Y 5 [ A

wrong; out of order

large corporation made up of many
different firms

person blamed or punished for
the mistake(s) or wrongdoing of
another or others

that cannot be explained
FHEFEXHEELFIERN
o G0 iy BB BUE M, X BN IR
R B SOFHE

native of New England (US);
(in the American Civil War)
native of any of the Northern
States
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gospel /'gospal/ n. (EZ& - HABES, 5%, £
X

paranoia /paramois/ n. EHE

conspiracy /ken'spiresi/ n. BH %

nigger /'niga/ n. (impolite and offensive word for)
Negro

sibling /'siblin/ n. brother or sister

credential /kri'denfsl/ ~n. qualities, achievements, etc that
make one suitable; qualifica-
tions

grits /grits/  n. L

turnip /temnip/ n. KkFE, ¥ b

redeye /redai/ n. IR &

gravy /greivi/  n. W

ape /eip/ v. to imitate (sb.’s behavior, etc)

hick /hik/ ~n. (sl derog) (of a) country-man

recoil /rikoil/ . to draw or jump back; to shrink

pervert /pa()'vait/ n. BEEE, (LT EE ’

vengeance /'vendzens/ n. wmi, B

heterosexual /hetarau'seksjusl/ a. sexually attracted to persons of
the opposite sex F ¥R AY

jerk /dzak/ n. (sl) foolish person

fag /feg/ n. =fagot (US sl derog) male ho-
mosexual

stoned /steund/ a. (collog .) under the influence of
Cusu .) soft drugs; very drunk

gin /dzin/ =n. L a /N

bisexual /baiseksjusal / n. BH BHA 5 B9 44

ostracize /'ostresaiz/ v. to shut out from society, refuse

to meet, talk to, etc
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come out of the closet

come out

lap at

hold ... responsible (for)

plot to

make good

not that ...

show up

for fear. .. (that/lest)

with a vengeance

consent to

recoil from doing sth.

thrust upon

~Notes.r )

B+TEE  Unit 1 9

to reveal that one is a homosexual;
to reveal one’s secret interests

to be presented to the public; to be
released to the public

to knock at gently

to think of ... as being the course
or source of

to make secret plan to...

to become rich and successful

It is not suggested that. ..

to appear; to arrive

in order that ... should not occur
(collog .) thoroughly; to a greater
degree than is normal, expected or
desired

to give agreement or permission
(R BE RESOMAEFRSE
AHG

to impose on

Ku Klux Klan The KKK was first organized in 1866 and then reformed
in 1867 after the Civil War in the South. In 1915, it was reactivated and by
1924 it claimed a membership of four to five million. The KKK terrorized

and attacked not only blacks, but also progressives, labor union organizers,

Communists or socialist party members.
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T ‘, 5 1. Reading Comprehension‘_

Answer the following questions according to the text.

(1) What do you know about the author’s family background?

(2) What were the author’ s beliefs about Jewish and black people when he
was a little child? '

(3) Why did the author feel he had to eschew his Southern heritage at Har-
vard?

(4) According to the author, how did his Southern upbringing influence his
goals for the future?

(5) In what ways did the author deny to himself his sexual orientation?

(6) Please trace the evolution of Jennings’ s understanding of the American
Dream as he grew up.

(7) What had the author finally learn at Harvard after his suicide attempt?

(8) What is the relationship between the excerpt from Langston Hughes’s “I,
Too” and Jennings’s story?

- 2. Vocabulary

Fill in the blanks with the corre(;t form of the words you have learned in

the text without referring to the original . The first letter for each word is

given.

(1) He is no longer the one who know very well since he was in the political
circles. It is learned that nowadays he has a person p by
ambition.

(2) The investigation on the fire of the highest building of the city tuned out
fruitless. Finally he was made the s for it.

(3) My grandfather was a very economical man. In his eyes, buying a new
coat before the old one wore out would just be a |



