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The Journey Home
BY KRISTIN CZARNECKI

“I’m home, Mom,” I said, at the tip of Bearskin Neck. “Miss you. Love you. Wish you were 

here.” I have intoned these words nearly every day since moving to Gloucester two months 

ago. I will probably keep saying them for the rest of my life, because I’m never leaving, and 

because I wouldn’t be here if not for my mother. Of course, none of us would be here if not for 

our mothers, but I have another reason for saying so. 

When I tell people my husband, Paul, and I recently moved to Cape Ann from Kentucky, I’m 

quick with a follow-up: “But I’ve been coming here all my life. My mother was from Boston, 

my family spent summer vacations in Rockport when I was growing up, and my husband and I 

have been coming out here on vacation for decades.” After all, I have to assert my bona fides. 

If I sense that the person I’m talking 

to won’t mind too much information, 

I add that I was first in Rockport in 

utero. Clearly, the salt air made its 

way into my bloodstream via my 

mother’s strolls on the beach.

My family lived in South Bend, In-

diana, the rest of the year as my 

father was a professor at the Uni-

versity of Notre Dame. He received 

funding to spend the summer of 

1969 conducting research in Cam-

bridge, Mass., and wanted to bring 

the family along: my brother, sister, 

and pregnant mother. But my mom 

didn’t want to spend beautiful sum-

mer days in Cambridge. She want-

ed to spend them at the beach, so 

Front Beach, Rockport, 1977.  Back row left to right,  
my sister Cynthia, my brother Ted, and my mom.  

That’s me in the front row hugging my cousin Justin.
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her mother scouted out seaside towns and said, “What about Rockport?” And the rest, as they 

say, is history. 

For many years, my Uncle Paul had a house on Forest Street, where my family would stay for 

a month each summer. We spent sunny days at Front Beach or Cape Hedge and rainy days 

playing cards and reading books checked out from the library. We strolled up and down Bear-

skin Neck every late afternoon or early evening, poking around the shops and stopping for salt 

water taffy or ice cream. Best of all, we spent time with my grandparents and great-aunts, my 

mother’s Aunt Mary and Aunt Agnes, who were like extra mothers to her. They all passed away 

when I was still quite young, but I have indelible memories of their kindness and smiling faces. 

And we loved spending time with Uncle Paul and Aunt Cecily and then their two children, my 

cousins Justin and Alexandra. These were magical summers, the carefree days stretching out 

endlessly while at the same time slipping by at breakneck pace. The briny sea air, the cries of 

the gulls, the glimmering sandy beaches, and the sound of the tides lapping the shore filled me 

with an indescribable joy that continues to leave me breathless. It seems I was feeling nostalgia 

for those days even as I was living them. 

My parents, Nancy and Donald Kommers, in Rockport, circa 2008
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For various reasons, our Rockport summers came to an end when I was about eight years old, 

although the following summer, we spent two weeks in a cottage, owned by friends of my 

parents, on the beach in Seabrook, New Hampshire. But I didn’t get back to Rockport until the 

summer between my freshman and sophomore year of high school, when my parents and I 

stayed in a small rental, with a sofa bed for my mom and me and a cot for my dad. Mom and I 

spent every day at the beach, and when we weren’t boiling lobsters for dinner at home, we ate 

at Ellen’s Restaurant on Dock Square. It was another glorious Rockport vacation. 

That was 1984, and I didn’t return until the summer of 2002—or was it 2003—as my aunt and 

uncle had bought a new place in Rockport around that time. It was a teardown, but instead 

of tearing it down, they fixed it up into a lovely, comfortable cottage with a screened-in porch 

ideal for reading, napping, chatting, and sipping a gin and tonic or glass of wine as the day 

wound down. My mom and I stayed for two weeks that summer, and my husband joined us for 

the first four or five days. Although he had been to Massachusetts several times before, this was 

his first trip to Rockport, and he fell in love with it, too.

Exploring Rockport again, I was amazed to see that it had barely changed at all—and I mean 

that in the best possible way. Apart from a few new shops and restaurants and ginormous new 

homes along Marmion Way, it was as if time had stood still, and I couldn’t have been happier. 

Many of the same places from my childhood were still there—the toy store, the general store, 

and of course, Helmut’s Strudel, one of my dad’s favorites. And so the annual trips to Rockport 

resumed, and we looked forward to them all year. We ventured into Gloucester, Manchester-

by-the-Sea, and Essex for meals and sightseeing and spent a day or two in Boston each time 

as well. 

Eventually, my mother became unable to make the trip, plagued by spinal stenosis, osteoporo-

sis, and rheumatoid arthritis that ultimately confined her to a wheelchair. She turned 80 during 

what ended up being her last trip out here, and my siblings and I pooled our money together 

and told her to pick out whatever she wanted for her milestone birthday. After much delibera-

tion and browsing around, she chose a small, beautiful oil painting of the rocky Atlantic coast 

from one of the art galleries on Main Street. It now sits on a bookcase in my Gloucester apart-

ment, harboring a trove of images and memories of my mother within its brushstrokes. 
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My husband and I continued our yearly trips to Rockport, Gloucester, and Boston, usually for 

a week in the summer and once or twice in the fall, when we experienced different and equally 

wonderful weather and vibes. We talked about moving to Cape Ann all the time—but when? 

How? I was a tenured professor and had worked hard to reach that point. Given the state of 

the academic job market, I knew that if I left academia, I could never go back, a thought that 

for many years filled me with grief and fear. Until it didn’t. 

Then came our long season of loss. Three of our four parents, including my mother, died within 

15 months of each other several years ago. My beloved mother-in-law is still with us. In fact, 

she appears to be indestructible and will turn 93 in November. We experienced other losses 

too numerous to mention and too painful to think about—and then the pandemic began, one 

among many national and global catastrophes that just kept piling on. 

So we decided to seize the day. We 

took the plunge and moved out here in 

early August, driving the 900 miles over 

two days with our two cats. We cannot 

believe our good fortune, living amid 

spectacular natural beauty, art and 

culture in every direction, and a friend-

ly, welcoming community we’re proud 

to have joined. We wonder if we’re 

dreaming. We pinch ourselves. I laugh 

out loud when I’m walking the beach-

es—the joy just bubbles up and bursts 

out. 

And I see my mother at every turn. To-

gether we browsed the art galleries and 

shops, lunched in the restaurants, in-

dulged in ice cream cones and fudge, enjoyed lazy days at the beach, and sat gazing at the 

crystalline blue sea at the end of Bearskin Neck more times than I could possibly count. In some 

ways, it feels strange to be here without her, but I know she would be thrilled for us—and also 

Bearskin Neck, Rockport. Me on left with my Dad,  
brother Ted and sister Cynthia, 1975
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a little jealous. As I continue to explore the beaches and quarries, walk along Stacy Boulevard, 

and collect beautiful or interesting shells at the shore, I think of how we came to be here. “We’re 

home, Mom,” I say. “Love you. Wish you were here. And most of all—thank you.”
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