














 

Our Girl from Ames
 By Katie Conboy

Nearly two decades down the 
road, I’m reading (along with the 
rest of America, it seems) Jeffrey 
Zaslow’s best-selling book The 
Girls from Ames, which tells 
the story of Jane’s enduring 
friendships from that time before 
I knew her — friendships with 
ten girls from her hometown of 
Ames, Iowa. I know the names.  
I’ve listened to the stories about 
their annual reunions, about new 
homes, the death of one friend 
in the group, right and wrong 
marriages, battles with breast 
cancer, the loss of a child.  I’ve 
never met any of these women, 
yet they clearly shaped my closest 
friend.  Reading the book, I’m 
learning something new about 
where and how Jane learned 
to be a great friend — through 
those decades that preceded our 
own initial encounter.

A professor of psychology, 
Jane reminds me regularly that friendship is not her area 
of expertise — that she didn’t write the book, she’s just a 
character in it.  But any reader will recognize that among 
all the voices of the girls from Ames, Jane’s is the voice of 
wisdom.  And one of her powerful insights is about how  
an individual’s needs in (and for) friendship change over time.  

She acknowledges that she no longer requires an “intense 
junior-high friendship” to make her whole.  She enjoys 
observing how the equilibrium of individual friendships 
within her girlhood group has shifted and how those 
friendships have rebalanced themselves in new ways.  
She loves those old friends, but she has room for new ones.

We’ve talked many times 
about the fact that women seem 
to need — and therefore build 
— close and loving relationships 
with other women.  Yet Jane and 
I agree on some of the reasons our 
own long friendship has endured: 
we are not needy or demanding  
of each other.  Our ages — and 
thus our professional and personal 
lives — are slightly staggered: I 
had earned tenure and delivered 
three daughters before Jane 
began her career at Stonehill or 
started her family.  And these 
circumstances were oddly enabling 
for our friendship as she had the 
time to join my young family 
for weekend hikes or backyard 
cookouts, and I was in a position 
to model (for better and for 
worse) engagement in academic 
life and mothering daughters. And 
then there are the simple facts of 
our common interests, our similar 

personalities, perhaps even our Midwestern roots.
The Girls from Ames explores a vibrant network of 

friends whose present lives are bound up with a specific 
place and time in the past.  The city of Ames nurtured these 
friendships.  Yet these women continue to flourish in new 
settings.  In Jane’s case, there’s a particularly sweet re-rooting 
at Stonehill, built on the site of an original Ames family 
estate: small wonder that she so quickly felt at home here!  
I feel lucky that all these years after first seeing eye-to-eye, 
we count each other the closest of friends.

Conboy is provost and vice president for academic affairs 
at Stonehill.

It was an unusual beginning.  At the Opening College Assembly in 1992, my sixth year  
at Stonehill, the College’s president began his address to the community by describing the  
“silent phase” of a capital campaign and mentioning a unique fundraising technique.  
“This is the time,” said Fr. Bartley MacPháidín, C.S.C. ’59 with a twinkle in his eye, “when 
we’re kissing old widows . . . .” My head swung involuntarily, and my eyes locked with  
those of a new faculty member. We had never met but were both choking back laughter. 
And while it’s almost impossible to remember a time when I did not know Jane Nash, I do 
distinctly remember thinking: “Now that is someone I could be friends with.”

Provost Katie Conboy (left) says that her good friend 
Professor Jane Nash is "the voice of wisdom" in the best-
selling book The Girls from Ames.
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Why the eye is fascinating
“The eye is an organ that’s like a universe in and of itself. It has 
everything a scientist could possibly want to study. First, there’s 
the cornea — the clear window-like substance that covers  
the eyeball — that’s a terrific model for wound healing. The 
lens is a wonderful model for developmental biologists to 
study how tissues organize. Engineers interested in hydraulics 
can study glaucoma — which involves pressure changes in  
the eyeball. There’s so much to learn from it.”

Claim to fame
Co-discoverer of the first-ever molecular mechanism behind 
glaucoma, the world’s leading cause of irreversible blindness. 
This fundamentally new insight, which captured the 2002 New 
York Academy of Science Lewis Rudin Glaucoma Prize, opens 
new potential for advancements in diagnosis, treatment  
and, ultimately, a cure for glaucoma.

Home base
Vice dean for research, professor of cell and neurobiology,  
and a member of the Doheny Eye Institute at the University  
of Southern California (USC) Keck School of Medicine.

Pedigree
Bachelor’s degree in biology from Stonehill; master’s degree  
in chemistry from Boston College; doctoral degree from 
Dartmouth College; completed post-doctoral training at 
Dartmouth Medical School and the Massachusetts Institute 
of Technology; and served on the faculty of Harvard Medical 
School. Prior to USC, she held research posts at the Tufts Center  
for Vision Research at Tufts University School of Medicine  
and the Bascom Palmer Eye Institute at the University of Miami 
Miller School of Medicine.

Campus Memory
“I made it through organic chemistry with Mary Alice Moore —  
that was the flunk-out course for science majors. I remember 
classes with Fr. Hurley, of course, along with Maura Tyrrell and 
Sandy McAllister. As a student who had an easy time  
in high school, Stonehill proved to be the place where I 
developed the self-discipline and maturity to buckle down  
and work.”

For a more in-depth article on Fini and her work, visit  
www.stonehill.edu/outstandingalum08.xml.

Award-winning glaucoma researcher Elizabeth Fini ’76 credits Stonehill 
with helping her to develop self-discipline and maturity. 
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 The Eyes Have It: Finding a Cure for Glaucoma
M. ELIzABETH (O‘CONNOR) FINI ’76 is a path-breaking eye researcher who co-discovered the first 
molecular mechanism behind glaucoma and holds two patents. This spring, she was twice honored 
by Stonehill: first as Commencement speaker and honorary degree recipient, and second with  
the 2008 Outstanding Alumnus Award.
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Alternative Spring Break  
Changes Lives
Ryan ThoRley ’04 encouraged nicole Landry ’09  

to grow in her desire to help others.

“When I first decided to go on a h.o.P.E. trip, Ryan 

shared his experiences from his alternative spring break 

trips to tennessee,” says Landry, who also knew thorley  

as a supportive supervisor when she volunteered at  

My Brother’s Keeper (MBK) in Easton.  

“Ryan helped me recognize that a commitment to 

service will bring you a purposeful, rewarding life,” adds 

Landry, who is embarking on a master’s program in school 

counseling at Boston College.

 Sponsored in large part by philanthropic support 

from Stonehill alumni, parents and friends, the h.o.P.E.  

(honoring our neighbor, organizing for justice, Practicing 

peace, Encountering God) program sends over 100 

students annually to places like honduras, tennessee  

and Peru for weeklong service-immersion experiences.

“these trips change lives,” explains thorley. “I am proud 

of nicole’s work through h.o.P.E. and at MBK. through 

service and reflection, she bears witness to the challenges 

faced by people in need, and she is willing to help them.”

Ryan Thorley ’04 mentored  Nicole Landry ’09 in her  
commitment to service.

Alumni Sportscasters Poke Fun at Team Rivalry
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