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rinceton is in the flat midlands 
of New Jersey, rising, a green 
Phoenix, out of the ugliest 

country in the world.” 
 That’s how F. Scott Fitzgerald 
described this university town in 
1927. Not much has changed since 
then. New Jersey may be proud to 
call itself the Garden State, but it’s still 
home to a wasteland of oil refineries, 
faded industrial towns, anonymous 
office buildings, apartment complexes 
and identical cheap shopping malls, 
all strung together along the twelve 
lanes of the New Jersey Turnpike. The 
residents only half-kiddingly joke that 
they tell people where they live not 
by the name of their town but by the 
number of their turnpike exit. 
 “What exit, Ma’m?” the taxi driver 
asks, laughing and turning around. I 
lean forward and smile. I like this man, 
with his reassuring presence. Softly 
he hums along with Aretha Franklin 
on the car radio, while we drive from 
Newark Airport to my new house.
 It’s hot, about 90 degrees, but 
he wears a black suit, a wrinkle-free 

 I had at last arrived in my new American home — exhausted, homesick, and happy  

spotless white shirt, and a bright blue, 
tightly knotted tie. The air conditioning 
roars in the car. I am underdressed in 
my sleeveless summer dress and bare 
legs.
 I just left a continent behind me, 
a full life. The streets of Amsterdam, 
where I lived in an old house on a canal 
The house where I had my children 
and hoped to grow old there. But life is 
unpredictable. This move to the United 
States offers my family an opportunity 
that we could not refuse.
 “Ah, Princeton!” my driver says, 
suddenly excited, waking me up from 
my nostalgic reveries. He turns, and we 
drive down Washington Road, through 
an allée of Dutch elms, and over a 
bridge above Carnegie Lake, where 
a lone rower draws stripes in the still 
water. Princeton is an island, a magic 
green surrounded by bridges. Squirrels 
are jumping between the branches in 
the trees.
 The driver no longer sings. He 
opens a window.  A sweet fragrance fills 
the car, reminding me of summer days 
long ago, when I played barefoot in my 

father’s lawn. When I start humming, 
the driver looks at me through his 
rearview mirror. We drive slowly down 
a hilly road.
 Then, in front of us, the thin Gothic 
towers proudly emerge above the trees. 
Behind them, still hidden, but not for 
long, is the ivy-covered campus.
 “This is your destination,” he 
says, braking the car. We look at the 
clapboard house in front of us. An 
American dream with a white fence. 
My eyes get teary in the blasting 
sunshine.
 A new Aretha Franklin song starts.
 I fumble in my bag for the key.
 The house smells unfamiliar.  Inside 
it is sticky.  I hold my breath and turn 
around, with the key still in my hand.
 The driver looks at me in the rear 
view mirror, while driving away.  I 
hear him humming along with Aretha 
Franklin.

   — Pia de Jong
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