
Voyages

I don’t talk about it a lot, but one of my favorite movies is Brooklyn. Set in the 1950s,

Saoirse Ronan plays an Irish woman whose life is directionless. Her sister finally convinces her

to immigrate to Brooklyn, New York, where she will have more opportunities to work and get

married. After enduring a week-long voyage by boat, Saoirse Ronan trades seasickness for

homesickness as she tries to build her new life in a foreign city. When the story takes place,

Saoirse Ronan’s character is 20 years old.

Over winter break, on December 21st, 2021, I turned 20. On the same day, a 12-day-long

arduous sea journey away, my dad turned 60. For the past 19 years, I’ve never celebrated my

birthday alone. Though neither of us likes to make a big deal out of our birthday, my dad and I

always shared a birthday song and cake. And it’s something I really value— because when I say

I love my dad, I mean that once, he drove me to school at 7 am on a Saturday morning and spent

the whole 30-minute long ride explaining in detail the rules for a tennis tiebreak game. I don’t

play tennis. And, for weeks while I was writing and rewriting my common app essay for college,

my dad would find a new college essay online to read aloud each night at the dinner table—

much to my younger brother’s dismay. And once, in freshmen year of high school, the boarding

school I was attending at the time in Hangzhou China surprised us with letters from our parents,

which meant they surprised me with a letter from my dad, who spent most of the letter

complaining about how the instructions explicitly told parents to handwrite the letters, and that

my dad hadn’t handwritten things in years. He typed and printed the letter. But at the end of it, he

wrote that though “of course” he loves me, he also likes me. I remember crying a lot the first

time I read that letter, and I still think about it all the time now.



But, this year, I didn’t get to celebrate my birthday with my dad. We didn’t get to take a

cheesy picture together, faces lit by an obscene number of candles on a quickly melting cake.

Hong Kong, where I’m from and where my parents and younger brother are, had a three-week

mandatory hotel quarantine for vaccinated residents returning from the U.S. Even though

Carleton gives us an extensive 6-week long winter break, my parents and I didn’t think it made

sense for me to go home. Instead, I stayed in San Francisco with my older brother Benjamin and

his partner, and my dad turned 60 16 hours before I turned 20.

I said my dad and I don’t make a big deal out of our birthday, and I mean it. My dad has

never so much as suggested having a birthday party for himself and I usually did a low-key

dinner with some friends sometime later in the week. That’s why I felt a little hurt when my dad

decided to throw a birthday party this year. The first year that we were apart. At least, as

consolation, it was a pretty classy affair. My parents booked this private room at a nice Italian

restaurant and invited 30 friends. And, while their friends wined and dined, my dad gave a

25-minute long speech.

Benjamin and I watched this speech the night of my birthday at the kitchen table in San

Francisco, my older sister Hannah had recorded and shared it through a google photos folder. My

dad opened by giving himself a eulogy, referencing a surprisingly frequent dinner-table

discussion— which of his four children would give the eulogy at his funeral.

“Jeffrey Chasnov was born on December 21st, 1961, in Queens, New York…” Yes, he

really did refer to himself in the third person, and yes, as you might imagine, watching my dad

start his birthday speech by giving himself a eulogy was a little eerie. Upon reflection, part of

what made it feel sad was that later on in his speech, my dad talks about his dad, my grandpa,

whom my dad looks a lot like. Grandpa had passed away in the summer of 2021. He was Jewish



so it was important for the burial to happen soon after death. Though my mom, Benjamin,

Hannah, and I were in San Francisco at the time and were able to make the trip to Northridge,

California, my dad was back in Hong Kong with my younger brother. My dad had given the

eulogy at Grandma’s funeral 10 years ago. Now, quarantine restrictions meant he had to attend

Grandpa’s funeral at 3 am via zoom through Hannah’s phone.

Partway through Brooklyn, the movie, Saoirse Ronan’s sister dies unexpectedly. This

comes just as she’s getting used to life in New York. Saoirse Ronan had met a handsome Italian

man who she was falling in love with, she was studying hard to become a bookkeeper and in the

meantime was doing well at her job at a department store. Still, she makes the seven-day-long

voyage back to Ireland to attend the funeral and support her mother. Quickly, Saoirse Ronan

realizes she no longer fits-in in her hometown. Unwittingly, she had assimilated into life in

Brooklyn.

At the midpoint of his birthday speech, my dad lists the three most significant events of

his life. 1) Marrying my mom. 2) Having me (and my siblings). And 3) Moving to Hong Kong.

Now that I’m in Minnesota, a state I had never stepped foot in before coming to Carleton, I think

a lot about how it was for my dad moving to Hong Kong at 32. He had married my mom four

years prior, and Hannah was just one year old. At the time, Hong Kong was under British rule,

but my dad was still moving to a city where he didn’t and never would speak the language. He

was moving away from his parents, his older brother. He had to build a network of 30 friends

from scratch. Now that China is slowly tightening its grip on Hong Kong, it’s becoming more

and more likely that I’ll stay in the U.S. after graduating. Having spent my whole life calling

Hong Kong home, that’s a scary thing to think about.



The three most significant events of my dad’s life were: marrying my mom, having his

four children, and moving to Hong Kong.

I haven’t met the love of my life, I haven’t had kids, and I haven’t moved to a new

unfamiliar country, halfway across the world from where I grew up, away from the rest of my

family. In Brooklyn, Saoirse Ronan had done two of the three by 20. I guess that can only mean

one thing: I have a lot to look forward to.


